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ABSTRACT

Strantz, Adam W. Ph.D., Purdue University, August 2016. Wayfinding Localized Research
Practices through Mobile Technology. Major Professor: Michael Salvo.

This dissertation presents wayfinding—the process of orienting oneself amid the myriad
users, technologies, and digital spaces impacting any writing work—as a research
methodology for contextualizing writing in mobile environments. Central to web design
and non-web service design, wayfinding is an important addition to rhetoric and writing
studies. First, it is descriptive: it observes and records first, showing how people go
about tasks, and revealing relationships among people and their environments. Second,
it helps when people get lost and then found. It records traces of the mental work
people do to get unlost. Finding themselves, peoples’ maps help them both narrate the
experience of finding their way as well as to recover their process by “reading over the
map,” a process central to chapter 4. Third, wayfinding informs the scholarly
representation of method, allowing for discussions of research to be grounded in a
contextual, reflexive methodology of practice. We find ourselves, as scholars, amid the
stories we tell to make sense of the fields of study we pursue and chapter 5 includes
articulations of our scholarly wayfinding conversations. These stories describe how
being self-conscious about using the design language of wayfinding will help keep
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rhetorical methodology in the forefront of our conversations about mobile writing and
research practices.

1

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

In August of 2014 a flurry of articles on how “Google is Tracking Your Every Move”
appeared online, responding to the launch of Google’s Location History function in their
maps software. Users with Android phones (operating system designed by Google) who
had not opted-out of the default tracking, found maps displaying their movements
through their mobile phones of the past months. While some saw this as breach of
privacy, the accurate and meticulous nature of these maps also was recognized as a
showcase for the growing strength of GPS-tracking tools in the hands of users. I had just
returned from a trip overseas, and was surprised to see my phone had been able to
record my movements. Plane, bus, and train rides; city walks; museum visits; everything
except the most remote parts of the journey were recorded. Although the phone was
not connected to my carrier, WI-FI was plentiful enough in the United Kingdom for my
phone to create a fairly accurate map of the journey. Although I had kept a number of
records of the trip myself, including maps I had created, this trace really covered the
whole trip: the mundane, the paths between work sites, the wrong turns, and the spots
where I lost reception.
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This experience reaffirmed for me the way devices are an always-on, always-athand technology that integrates into the ways we work. My practices did not change to
account for the device—I did not even know it was collecting this data as I worked—and
instead the device shaped itself to my habits and the way I worked. Every wrong turn,
every chance encounter, every detour and exploration was recorded by the location
tracker as a messy, literal visualization of my research activity—not the idealized final
report. This digital trace served as a literal visualization of habitus as structured, situated
action as explored by the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1977). Habitus, or “structuring
dispositions” (p. 52) are rooted in practices enacted within a larger framework of
guiding factors and structures. These practices are often un-said, or un-articulated in the
face of similarly undefined structures, requiring the focus on the activity itself. Habitus
grounds us, and in this trace I could “see” myself operating amid a number of personal,
environmental, and digital structures.
Beyond issues of objectivity and subjectivity, our research is directed by material
structures of time, money, physical space, energy—and these structures are further
compounded by digital issues: of computer memory, connection, power, and failing tech.
Habitus is formed from all these aspects, and mobile tools provide a way to make these
practices explicit, as a form of situated action amidst these increasingly complex
structures. While Google chose to make user’s own location history available, it is
merely one instance of the data collected by users through their phones, social media
accounts, and web history. A user with a mobile device is connected to a vast network
of information both provided by and pushed to the individual—information that may or
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may not be known by that user. As such, the actual impact of that information on the
user’s work can be difficult to visualize.
Stemming from these issues, my primary questions are: What is the impact of
networked mobile devices on the research practices of writers? And how can writers
form reflexive, localized research methods through mapping their own habits and
practices of research? This project explores such questions through locative practices,
mapping, and the study of mobile technologies. These ideas form the basis of a
rhetorical approach to wayfinding that I see as a way to study the way writers research
today as networked, technologically-situated, and visual practice. These questions are
explored in my two research studies conducted with professional writing students at
Purdue on a study abroad trip to Dundee, Scotland and a class working locally with
community groups around Purdue’s campus. By focusing on the act of research as
mobile, rhetorical practice across many diverse locations further questions are raised:
how have mobile devices impacted the ways writers research? How is research
conducted by writers in networked, hybrid, digital/physical spaces? What affordances
do we have in creating/coding our own mobile research tools? In both studies I seek to
answer these questions from the perspective of a researcher looking to reflect on my
own practices and teach good research skills to students. By focusing on research as
practice, I explore writing and research as locationally-situated activity connected to
digital, mobile, and mappable activities that play out in the various places writers work
in. student-centered and an instructor’s perspective.
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The places I worked at and the research I collected are bounded by these issues,
as well as by the data generated from these various activities. Location data, usage data,
environmental data, contextual data: all aggregated into a digital imprint of my daily
habits and practices. And as the tools to collect this data have increased in precision and
grown in scope, so too has our ability to affect what data we present. We may choose to
disable the services, or adapt them to our needs. We may use them to examine our
locations and ourselves, or we may twist their use to new purposes and explorations
such as runners using applications like Strava or Nike to “draw” pictures in city streets
with their GPS-tracked movements. As this data is transmitting and collected already, it
is imperative to examine our relationship to such data and the tools used to collect it.
Location is connected to this data as a contextualizing force in how and where the data
is generated as well as used. And these locations are not distinct points, but a myriad of
workplaces, mobile spaces, and spaces in-between sites of writing and research. Instead
of obsoleting the importance of where work happens, mobiles highlight the multitude of
diverse, interconnected spaces our work inhabits. Where and how do we access data?
What colors the data collected abroad versus that collected at home? How does
observation change day-to-day of the same space? Does my writing change depending
on where I write—at home, the coffee shop, on the bus, or halfway across the world? As
mobiles tether us to massive networks of collected, contextualized, and shared data it is
time to take advantage of these networks and turn our gaze inward to observe
ourselves. In light of these contexts surrounding our activity, what does our work look
like now that it is mobile, active, multi-locational, and digitally traced?
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To that end, in this dissertation I will address the use of mobile devices in writing
and research, specifically in the idea of mobile devices as a way to trace, contextualize,
and visualize the act of research. This project has emerged from my own mobiles and
maps, practices and habits. It has been written on three laptops, a desktop computer,
four mobile devices, and numerous scraps of paper across four countries and dozens of
states. At each stage the project has adapted to new contexts, locations, and
technologies of work as I both research and teach mobile writing and research to my
students. By focusing on habitus across locations, writing is re-focused through the lens
of situated, localized work. Instead of the stable structures or assumptions of classwork,
this approach reflects the dynamic, responsive nature of research that writers will
encounter in the mobile workplace.
1.1

Rhetoric and Locative Practice

Rhetoric as a discipline has an aversion to being stationary—it adapts to
changing avenues of inquiry. With mutable boundaries to what is or is not the purview
of rhetoric, the discipline can be viewed as one that exists to draw connections between
ideas and actions. From the early topoi of the Greeks to modernist preachers having
common places and topics to teach, rhetoric moves and adjusts itself to a place of use
alongside the speaker. This notion further positions rhetoric as an active process, as an
activity that creates something or otherwise colors our interaction with the world. If all
of our activities fall under this broad rhetorical umbrella, it demands a similar broad and
encapsulating view of how our various practices and habits in the moment feed into the
eventual product of our work.
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De Certeau (1988) explores this idea of locative, situational rhetoric in his work
The Practice of Everyday Life by defining a “walking rhetorics” individuals experience
while moving about a city. He writes, “The long poem of walking manipulates spatial
organizations, no matter how panoptic they may be: it is neither foreign to them (it can
take place only within them) nor in conformity with them (it does not receive its identity
from them)” (p. 101). The individual has a unique experience of a city based on what is
seen, heard, and felt while moving about and the connections that walker draws
between those senses creates his or her “idea” of what that city is. The city generates a
vibrant rhetoric of moving parts—from sights and signs to people and places. For De
Certeau, that in-the-moment interaction between the individual and the city’s rhetoric
is more important than any singular recording or trace created by the walker (p. 97) and
serves to focus everyday practices and habits as the basis of experience. As a basis for
this experiential, walking rhetoric we can see the city now layered even further with
experiences and data adding to the commotion. Walkers are just as likely to experience
the city through a camera lens and a map pulled up on their phone as they do from a
leisurely stroll. In this way the mobile device adds another layer of interaction between
the walker and the city, another layer of abstraction that can add to his or her sense of
location.
With changing tools comes changing habits and practices for interacting with the
world. As Bourdieu’s habitus is concerned with forming these daily strategies, Latour
(2005) adds the wrinkle of objects to the entities influencing any understanding of a
situation in his work Reassembling the Social. These “plug-ins” (p. 209) equip us with

7
additional tools to interact with and bring meaning to a space while simultaneously
externalizing some of the structures we need to use to interact with our surroundings.
He writes, “Cognitive abilities do not reside in ‘you’ but are distributed throughout the
formatted setting, which is not only made of localizers but also of many competencebuilding propositions, of many small intellectual technologies” (p. 211). Technologies
and their affordances cannot be separated from their social, historical, or used context
and the practices and habits we develop alongside these technologies are likewise
connected to these larger structures. As we are inexorable from our objects, items such
as mobile phones result in a different type of person than one without. Latour offers an
example of the supermarket directing users as “consumers,” with these external tools
offering a way for users to equip themselves with a means of resisting or altering the
way they interact with that location. This experience is similar to the way signs and
street markings in a city may direct a walker, but he or she can still push against a
singular way of moving about the city by choosing to ignore those signs. In both cases,
resisting or responding to such direction is not easy, as these non-human actants do not
readily become visible when individuals go about their daily activities.
As a way to bring these objects and their activities to the foreground, Latour
proposes five occasions where this activity is made visible: through studying innovations,
through distance, through accidents, through history, and through fiction (pp. 80-82).
This is key to making objects “talk” (p. 79) to articulate what it is they make others
(human and non-human) do. In comparing objects to humans, he writes: “...once
humans become mediators again, it is hard to stop them. An indefinite stream of data
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springs forth, whereas objects, no matter how important, efficient, central, or necessary
they may be, tend to recede into the background very fast, interrupting the stream of
data—and the greater their importance, the faster they disappear” (pp. 79-80).
Networked systems such as those connecting to our mobile phones offer a particularly
compelling form of seamlessness that can be difficult to pinpoint. Even when in the
background the object is still doing work and providing support in the service of our
activities as it processes data, records GPS, looks for wi-fi, runs updates, and pushes
notifications to our attention. It can be difficult to step back and extract the device from
our practices, or even isolate the specific functions it is providing at any moment, as I
discovered when I ask my students to record every instance of their use of a mobile
device in a 24-hour period: most students’ records trail off over 50 instances. To focus
my own interest in the objects we are plugged in to, I aim to visualize these more
obscure connections between users and technology—of bringing to the foreground the
new affordances of mobile technology instead of simply exploring different ways of
doing the same work.
As with the locative and technologically-mediated spaces of De Certeau and
Latour, the boundaries of rhetoric and writing practice are not so easily outlined. They
cannot be isolated in the lab for examination and study. We see our interests and
concerns crossing into digital, political, scientific, interdisciplinary, and international
spaces with little regard to a singular focus. In this way it is necessary to recognize
various and overlapping work practices as a function of the disciplinary need for
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research and writing that extends beyond the boundaries of static locations and
stationary technologies.

1.1.1 The (Increasingly) Digital Nature of Location
Once we have become this now mobile-equipped user we are a fundamentally
different type of entity interacting with the world. There is little to distinguish digital
and physical information plugging into our interaction with a space. Gordon and de
Souza e Silva (2011) describe the network of connections impacting physical spaces as
“net locality” (p. 74) wherein both physical and digital objects become part of the fabric
of a location. They write, “The idea that both remote and co-present interactions are
now interfaced via mobile technologies fundamentally redefines how we understand
public spaces and the character of locations” (p. 74). How we see, navigate, and interact
with the location changes through this new interface and we become adept at
synthesizing both digital and physical information we receive. Changing technology such
as mobile smartphones, GPS tracking, and more widespread use of Augmented Reality
have quickly brought the ability to interact with these networks into the hands of users,
who can now navigate these hybrid digital/physical spaces on an individualized basis.
The melding of the physical and digital aspects of a location through mobile
devices is in sharp contrast to the concept of a clean divide between physical and digital
spaces. Mobile devices provide a constant connection to the network/digital that can be
influenced by the user's physical location in a way that more fixed networks cannot.
Jason Farman (2012) writes, “The move from personal computing to pervasive
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computing, a shift characterized by the move from immobility to mobility, has allowed
for online space to interact with material space in unprecedented ways” (p. 39).
Examples of this interplay of physical and digital can be seen in augmented reality
applications that provide visual data to users in specific locations, or the push of
information from services such as Google Maps to user based on his/her location. And
with growing technology these services are more accurate and more precisely attuned
to a user's location and his/her view of that location. In other words, the access of
information and data tied to the location impacts the user's sense of place, space, and
embodiment in that location. As Farman writes:
The very practice of embodied space is becoming entirely reliant on the seamless
interaction between our devices and our landscapes. The representation of
space is not outside of the lived experience of that space. It is instead entirely
incorporated into the production of embodied space. We have thus moved
beyond the theoriziation of our mobile devices as a type of prosthetic to our
bodies—an extension of ourselves out into the material world—but instead have
to conceive of our devices as absolutely integral to the very foundations of
embodied space in the digital age. (Farman, 2012, p. 46)
The mobile-equipped user has shifted practices and habits to incorporate their devices
as extensions of themselves. Once keyed into that awareness of the data and networks
layering a location there is no way to disregard this understanding of a space even if we
momentarily lose access. Our understanding of location has fundamentally changed
through the visibility and understanding of such networks.
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1.2

Interactable, Technologically-situated Locations

Unlike physical worksites that can be isolated or removed from the outside
world to some extent, the networked worksite thrives upon “connection.” The user
must interact with these other entities vying for attention in the space and see their
location as composed of numerous competing voices. Just as search engines like Google
push the most clicked links to the top of its search results, locations themselves become
inundated with competing bits of data: tagged pictures, reviews, phone calls, and
comments. This creates a well-worn path for the walker, following in the footsteps of
others, but it also creates opportunities. The multitude of voices allows for many more
opinions and ideas to enter the discussion, even if they must be sought out amid the
clamor. Likewise, new media and Web 2.0 sites have pushed connections into the hands
of many who wouldn’t have any say online at all, with sites such as Twitter and
Facebook providing new platforms for discussion and interaction. In this sense, the
constructed nature of the digital social scene can be examined. The individual must
situate him/herself as caught up in a multitude of social connections, never wholly
separate from or totally beholden to the wider audience. Latour (2005) writes, “We
claim that another movement, entirely different from the one usually followed, reveals
itself most clearly through the very difficulty of sticking either to a place considered as
local or to a place taken as the context for the former one. Our solution is to take
seriously the impossibility of staying in one of the two sites for a long period” (p. 170). In
short, we are neither fully local nor fully global, but we must stick to tracing the paths
we do make, or “flattening” them to follow Latour’s terminology (p. 172). Latour’s focus
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is on social scientists navigating this issue, especially in looking at whether personal
experience or facts/knowledge drive individual action, but this discussion holds true for
researchers as well. As with De Certeau’s rhetorical walker, in this view the signs
surrounding our path coalesce around our specific point of connection, focusing our
view on the action of walking, of finding a path itself. As the social bleeds into the user’s
path through connections, technology, and other users, his or her practices adapt to
these outside entities. Ultimately, this shows the networked location itself as a
contextualized, non-static, social space that is mediated by the user and his or her tools.

1.3

Opening Spaces - Praxis

Upon recognizing that locations are digitally complex spaces and that our tools
help navigate these spaces, what can we do with this knowledge? Sullivan and Porter’s
Opening Spaces (1997) offers an approach to contextualizing work within these
networked locations. They re-orient research methodologies for work within digital
spaces by focusing on the rhetorical, reflexive nature of such situated practices. They
write: “The study of electronic writing as a situated practice requires a particular and
pragmatic sensitivity to the particulars of the writing context—for example, to the
particular kairos of the writing situation, including the types of writers and audiences
involved, the forms of technology being used, and the type of heuristic methods being
applied to the study” (p. 9). And we can define this combination as praxis, or “practical
rhetoric” combining localized practices with theoretical backing (p. 26). Contextualizing
research practices as praxis in this way avoids the view of data gathering and research
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as split between types of sources, abstract, or divorced from the researcher. Theory is
integrated into experience, instead of privileging one over the other. Instead, the writer
is situated as a researcher mediating a complex, localized research site composed of a
network of technology, information, and other users.
This network of connections can be overwhelming, leading to the need for
managing and navigating said connections. Walter Ong (2002) discusses the pressure
emanating from these networked publics in his work on secondary orality. He writes,
“secondary orality generates a sense for groups immeasurably larger than those of
primary oral culture—McLuhan's 'global village'. Moreover, before writing, oral folk
were group-minded because no feasible alternative had presented itself. In our age of
secondary orality, we are groupminded self-consciously and programmatically” (p.134).
This public, social connection to the group is reinforced with mobile technology as an
always-on, always-connected, pervasive link to these global networks. By focusing on
location, as a user connected to these networks through a mobile device, the individual
can manage the scope of this connection. Understanding localized practices in this way
raises the overarching question of how such mobile devices help us trace, contextualize,
and visualize research in writing studies.

1.3.1 Networked Nature of technical communication research
Questions like Ong's on the power of the vast network are more finely tuned to
mobiles as ubiquitous, pervasive computing devices. Beyond just the number of
individuals we are connected to online, the amount of information focused into our
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handheld is virtually endless—it is this network of individuals and information that
forms the backdrop to networked writing practices. The sheer number of connections
can lead to a sort of “disconnect” between the writer and his/her subjects as any
teacher who has taught good research methods can attest to. Students looking for an
“answer” to their research question equates to a passive view of writing—a view that
will easily be overwhelmed on the network. Instead, research and writing need to be
substantive, inventive work that navigates the myriad connections of the network to
build a unique path.
As discussed earlier, research is not just gathering information, but applying it
towards some sort of purpose. Research can be said to produce something, such as an
idea, outcome, or document, but the actual doing of research itself must also be seen as
a productive action. The researcher cannot be passive. As the researcher follows links,
synthesizes data, and makes connections he or she is impacting the research subject,
even as the subject affects him or her back. This may not be a specific addition to the
subject such as adding a comment, remixing, or re-posting the data in some way, but by
creating links or traces back to the subject the researcher is forging a creative path that
connects his or her work together. This trace back through the research builds and
transforms the string of knowledge into a cohesive entity culminating in the outcome, or
purpose of the research. Collin Brooke’s (2000) work on media and memory is important
here; he writes: “In many contexts, access to a text is accorded the same importance as
knowledge itself. There are certainly situations in which this attitude towards
knowledge will fail, but it is not so much ‘what you know’ as it is knowing ‘where to look’
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that is important” (p. 786). Brooke critiques the externalization of memory through
writing, or other artifacts, as storage of sorts for knowledge. In this view, data cannot be
just collected and categorized, but must be internalized and acted upon as well—leading
to articles more concerned with filling a bibliography full of sources than actually
engaging with the texts, libraries full of books nobody has read, and Wikipedia articles
un-linked. As our media changes we have more opportunities to externalize memory. I
don’t have to memorize the route to a friend’s house, or know how every inch of my
computer works to find a solution to a problem, I can just check from my mobile device,
or search Google for an answer. Externalization works for these kinds of everyday
interactions, but our research needs to function on a deeper level. It is enacted in
various situations, it builds upon other ideas, it reaches out to other researchers—the
difference between finding our way and telling someone else how to find that friend’s
house or getting into the computer hardware when our troubleshooting doesn’t work.
Externalized memory must be relatable to our complex usability needs, just as
internalized memory is. As such, the adoption of networked tools and the research done
in complex, digitally-connected worksites must be combined with examination, testing,
and understanding of the way these new tools work.
Brooke’s critique follows a common distinction between simple access and
usability. Access to information that is presented in an unusable or overly-complicated
way is no more useful than raw data. Research involves synthesizing and internalizing
this data, so reports, papers, or other products that claim to present research must go
beyond access to a text and create a practical, usable document. One of the most
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famous studies of the failure of access without usability is the reports leading up to the
Challenger space shuttle disaster. According to numerous explorations of the tragedy,
the faulty components of the shuttle were well documented and explained, but the preflight reports buried that information within a huge document (Boisjoly, 2006). The
research was rendered useless even as it was technically accessible by anyone who read
the report. The disaster has since become a common case study for workplace-based
ethics and the study of information design, and I do not use it lightly here. The need to
internalize memory and actually utilize our research is key to avoiding similar accidents
in professional research situations. Research that is not grounded or internalized by the
researcher in his or her purpose leads to a breakdown of the productive action itself—
and a failure to situate him/herself in the work. By tracing our research through our tool
use, locality, and social connections we form the context and memorization needed to
internalize our research data. From inception to dissemination what we know needs to
be contextualized and continually built upon as we write and research.
Beyond the local nature of our worksites, the social nature of our research
matters as well. A constant connection to both virtual and physical worksites provides
an avenue for users of all types to make their presence known on the network. A
researcher must be aware of the character of the research site and the different
perspectives of the individuals involved there. By embedding themselves as
“participants” in these spaces, (Potts, 2014, p. 20) a more nuanced view of the system
as a whole emerges. She writes, “Early discussions of user-centered design emphasized
one user working in one system. This work focused on activities taking place within a
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vacuum of computer-based interactions. Such an imagined vacuum lacks the
surrounding social and off-line contexts that inform the user’s activities. We are past the
moment we can ignore these ecosystems” (p. 20). Individual researchers or isolated
perspectives can miss out on the active, fluid nature of these spaces and their
communities especially as the spaces become networked, global, and digitally-mediated.
Further, social activity offers more opportunities for reciprocal action or responding to
the needs of the research sites and its subjects to avoid the issue of a researcher having
little contact with the subjects involved.
The location where someone works is now more of a mediated space with other
users crisscrossing the boundaries of that space on a regular basis. As our connections
to technology and other users in our research are plotted out, new pathways open up to
us in this constant connection. And this leads to continual chances to reflect on, respond
to, and shift the paths being made by this research. Writers are not conducting research
in safe, sterilized environments: they are bounded by shifting, networked groups of
other researchers, individuals, and locations. A complex, networked space that we must
approach thoughtfully as an ethical member of that location. The researcher must be
attuned to the needs of this network in his or her research practices by focusing on the
local, social aspects of these worksites.
Further, there is opportunity for more non-linear invention away from the seekand-find method of research and writing due to the shifting, overlapping nature of these
networked connections. Increasingly, non-linear interaction and circulation occurs
through these networks as writers investigate subjects, these subjects can respond in

18
kind. As connections are made, information can be added by others in the network in a
two-way street. Through mobile technology this network of interactions becomes
contextualized by relying on each individual’s particular scope: device, location, tools,
and needs.

1.4

Wayfinding

As an approach to connecting these various threads of practice and location,
networks and technologies, this dissertation presents wayfinding as a research
methodology for studying the impact of location on digital composing practices.
Adapted from urban planning and design, wayfinding is the way in which users move in
physical spaces and their goals in understanding and using those spaces. Focus on
movement, action, and understanding provides a useful framework for discussing
similar needs of writers as they are tasked with collecting data and researching in nonclassroom settings. Just as writers need to find their way through research, successful
communication requires orienting their readers to the unique environment in which
that writing took place. With location tracking for digital tools such as Twitter, Facebook,
and other social media sites, it is now increasingly easy to include geographic location as
one data point among others when composing via mobile technologies. As teachers of
rhetoric and writing begin recognizing the rhetorical nature of place and how it impacts
online interaction, in particular, such concepts become pedagogically important. Within
this context, wayfinding includes orientation in physical spaces using visual signage or
spatial markers. Together, wayfinding and praxis offer an approach to research focused
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on the location as a central actor in the production of knowledge. As praxis follows our
own practices and actions, habitus and location, wayfinding turns our look outward to
how those practices are flexible and changing, moving us and our research through that
space. As locations become more complex, integrated with structures, systems, and
data—the need to articulate the act of research as a complex form of navigation, as a
literacy for the digital age, is paramount. This infrastructure surrounding our practices
demands an active, reflexive, rhetorical way of situating habitus among hybrid
digital/physical spaces, of finding our way amidst the myriad connections of the places
we work.
Urban planner Kevin Lynch (1960) coined the term, “way-finding,” in The Image
of the City as describing ways people are supported by maps, signs, and other users in
making their way about a location. The term has since been adopted by architects,
designers, and visual communicators. In rhetoric and writing, wayfinding research
contextualizes the writer in diverse workspaces, adding literal place as a part of
contextual awareness. As an active participant in these spaces, the writer is tasked with
finding his/her way through the space, and here, always in pursuit of a research agenda.
As writing research moves out of the classroom and into diverse, digital, and global work
environments, making sense of unfamiliar places becomes an increasingly important
part of research practice. Research is situated among members of different cultures or
languages as well as different environments or ways of doing things.
Peter Morville’s (2005) work Ambient Findability adapted the concept of
wayfinding for developers, defining it as “the study of user behavior within digital

20
information environment” (p.17). Using familiar mapping terminology such as
landmarks, signs, and even breadcrumbs, Morville highlights the spatial nature of digital
environments and the need to situate users in these environments. We orient ourselves
in these navigational constants because they speak to our ability to help define
ourselves through our environment, and in the ways we move throughout that space.
Romedi Passini (1999) also discusses the concept of wayfinding, particularly in
regard to information design. He writes, “The objective of information design for
wayfinding is not to design signs but to help people move efficiently to their chosen
destinations. The measure of quality for a design is not simply the designed product but
also users’ behavior and satisfaction” (p. 87). Information is the issue, but so too is the
way a researcher moves to his or her next piece of data. Online usability studies take
advantage of examining how users move about a website, and information designers
similarly follow the ways people seek out information. Designers can go back and
change a site to better follow the paths users take, streamlining the process. Not every
possible user move can be anticipated by designers, but it is through the unexpected
choices of users that new ways of looking at the spatiality of a site are discovered. With
wayfinding we can trace not only the designed path, but the new paths being found by
researchers. The interest lies in recording those unique movements, where the
researcher is drawn by personal experience, or snubs the top-rated results or comments
to dig deeper, or follows a number of links to a new perspective. The designed path
leads to predicted outcomes, much as with Latour’s reference to the social versus the
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individual, but the ways the researcher’s path intersects with and diverges from the
designer’s goal is important to examine.
Combining this idea of movement with the hybrid nature of worksites accessible
through mobile devices, I see a rhetorical approach to wayfinding as a way to theorize
on, and conduct research that is spatial, local, social, and visual in nature. Rhetorical
wayfinding positions the researcher as an active force in research—as a way to move
our students and ourselves in the activity of research. Starting with the idea of digitally
situating where I am, rhetorical wayfinding factors in the contextualization of rhetoric
and the navigation/movement inherent in research. Rhetorical wayfinding is more
directed at exploring our spatialized sense of self as mediated among numerous digital
and physical aspects. Not just where I am, but where I am going, who is there with me,
and how these connections play out. Being aware of the ways technology has pushed us
to where we are, or the ways we have pulled ourselves there—and being able to
contextualize our way with the ways of others in the system. The concern is with the
interactions of these entities amidst the technologies in play and the goals of the
researcher. Wayfinding offers a way to locate ourselves as researchers—in the clamor of
information, technology, locations, and practices.

1.4.1 Getting Lost
Erik Jonsson (2002) writes in his book Inner Navigation on the ways of getting
lost and finding our way. He opens the book on getting “turned around” in Cologne in
1948 after getting off the train from Belgium at night (p. 13). In his mind the Rhine River
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was “West” and he was walking East, away from the river, only to see the sun come
rising up over the water to the “west.” Even after realizing he was turned around, his
concept of Germany was so distorted from that initial disorientation that he couldn’t
reconcile his view of the city with reality.
Such “turning around” is a common occurrence for individuals as they enter into
unfamiliar locations. Being able to quickly attune to a space can be difficult, and this
difficulty is often compounded by the other entities in that space. Traffic, light and
sounds, people, signs, physical distractions—these all serve to distort our interaction
with a space. My own wanderings in Washington DC, a place I have now visited a half
dozen times, have been uniquely defined by a single technology: the metro. My
experience of DC is that of a passenger riding the subway as driving-wise I have only
ever gotten to my sister-in-law’s house before parking and using the metro the rest of
the time. This has left me with an intricate, but scattered view of DC. I know the areas
around the National Zoo, the Smithsonian, the White House, and Georgetown well, but
in each case I rode the metro there. I have little understanding of how the locations fit
into DC as a city, or how to get from one to the other without looking for the nearest
metro tunnel and taking the Red Line. My concept of “DC” is tied strongly to the way I
get around the city: the Metro.
Similarly, I can recall a particularly hellish journey trying to get from Dulles
Airport to the sister-in-law’s apartment after a trip overseas. The Metro does not
connect to Dulles directly, so after getting out of the airport my wife and I had to find a
bus to take us to the end of the Silver Line which we could then wait for to take us to
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Central where we could then take the Red Line finally in the direction of home. In
another trip, I became stuck in rush hour traffic going through DuPont Circle in the
middle of DC. Having braved cities such as Chicago, Philadelphia, Dallas, and St. Louis I
figured I could survive DC, but instead ended up pulling over in a parking lane and
hyperventilating for a half hour until traffic calmed. The combination of traffic,
unfamiliarity, and confusing signage overwhelmed me and struck me with a completely
different way of seeing DC that I could not comprehend.
I have walked around DC many times and in many different, separate locations,
but I do not have a clear concept of the city as a whole. The Metro map hanging in the
tunnels beneath the surface of DC carries more meaning to me as “DC” than a satellite
map. With that I can pick out a familiar street, or get somewhere I want to be. Even
after repeated visits, more successful car trips, and a broader view of the city as a whole,
I am still firmly rooted in that Metro map of the city. Getting lost and finding our way is
a process, and often those initial orientations drive our view of a place. Disorientation is
a necessary part of getting to know or understand a location. The way it begins to color
our interaction with a space, is important to becoming interested in and invested in the
space.
Wayfinding provides a way to connect these disparate observations into a
cohesive whole that can in turn color the act of research. Those initial mistakes in travel,
or disorientations will color our perception of a location as we conduct research.
Wayfinding pushes for reorientation, for incorporating those early stumbles into the
research by acknowledging such work as part of the whole project. While technologies
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such as GPS and mobile phone networks have alleviated many of the problems of
“getting lost” in unfamiliar places, they conversely allow for greater freedom of
exploration and opportunities to find previously unknown avenues for work as part of
an interconnected, network whole.

1.4.2 Contextualizing our Research Through Rhetorical Wayfinding
Rhetorical wayfinding provides an avenue for tracing the paths of our
connections in hybrid digital/physical spaces by focusing on the researcher as situated in
the act of research. As research does not happen in a vacuum, this focus allows for a
reexamination of the role of the researcher emplaced in his or her work. Sullivan and
Porter (1997) use the term “rhetorical situatedness” to describe rhetoric’s place in
affecting our concept of place, or situation (pp. 27-28). The choices we make, and the
way we record those movements offers a space for rhetoric to impact our wayfinding.
Research, and the start of our wayfinding, is our individual self—but also in the
technology, practices, time, place, mood, or other entities that make up that social
context.
Rhetorical wayfinding puts the onus back on the researcher as an active
participant in his or her networked wanderings by pushing the researcher to
strategically avoid distant, disconnected observation. Wayfinding positions all elements
impacting a user seeking information as influencing nudges, with each movement and
changing of context or location factoring into the process. As our research moves us we
need to continually reevaluate our current space on the network, and we do this
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through witnessing the way our changes impact the connections around us. As Sullivan
and Porter (1997) remind us, research as knowledge-making cannot be neutral. They
write:
Knowledge-making is not innocent or neutral, despite the attempts of many to
make it appear so. This has been a central tenet of our discussion. But what does
embracing the charged nature of knowledge-making mean for researchers as
they are beginning their research? First, it means that we articulate our positions
while that process is still under way. Second, it means that we examine how our
positions may lead us to seek certain themes or to embrace certain explanations
and to be tempted to do so with or without supporting evidence. Third, it means
that discussions of our research include, as one of the foregrounded issues, how
we tried to be reasonable despite our own predispositions (p. 144).
In this sense a visible trace of one’s research—using mapping—can be useful to situate
that research as localized, articulated work. We cannot single out our self apart from
our connections and as with De Certeau’s walking rhetorics, the space of our movement
is always constructed by our environment. I see Rhetorical Wayfinding as a mesh of
these concerns, where we trace the paths and boundaries and borders of our spaces,
but also incorporate our presence in these spaces into the rhetorical nature of our
connections. We move, we push and pull at the edges, and we are actively involved in
traversing digital and physical spaces through our situatedness.
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1.4.3 Wayfinding and mobile writing practices
How can wayfinding inform our writing practices? As Morville (2005) explains,
access to information is no longer tied to a building, a workplace, or a classroom.
Powerful tools for data collection, synthesis, and dissemination are in the hands of
writers as they work in a variety of professional spaces. As writers are expected to work
and research in these spaces, we need to include study of these non-traditional
environments because of the complexities embedded in the richness and diversity of
location. Accordingly, as wayfinding involves the study of movement around these work
environments, it provides an approach for examining the practices of users in those
spaces quickly and efficiently. In tying work to specific local spaces, we must avoid the
problem of seeing these locations as fixed sites that the writer enters into, conducts
work in, and leaves without any sort of lasting connection to the location itself. Through
GPS and mobile devices the technology is available to visualize this aspect of our work,
positioning the writer and researcher as a local entity in any generated research report.
Further, this perspective helps dispel the notion of a totalizing view of the local space
and instead focuses on the individual’s experiences and interactions with others,
physical space, and movement in that location. These ideas are of specific interest to
professional writing in integrating a greater sense of what local entails when working in
digital, international, intercultural, and interdisciplinary contexts.
In this chapter, rhetorical wayfinding was presented as a research methodology
for connecting local knowledges and sense of space to working with mobile devices.
Instead of predicting how our research path should go, or how it went, rhetorical
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wayfinding offers a way to ground ourselves in the activity of research, focused on the
specific place of the researcher amid his or her connections. Our path is contextualized,
and more, it is driven by the researcher to alter, shift, or retrace his or her steps in
accordance with the reactions or positions of the other connections in the network.
With Rhetorical wayfinding I want us, as researchers, to be able to identify the moment
of invention/discovery in our work as a local, technologically-situated act.
In the next chapter I describe the mobile context of composition. By first
articulating the work done in the field on mobility, situate my project as emerging from
current technologies as well as the long history of work in computers and composition.
In doing so I distinguish my project as rhetorically-situated, locative practice grounded in
issues of access, materiality, and stratification. Chapter 3 offers the description of the
method I use to analyze mobile writing. This chapter investigates mapping as a research
method building from previous work on mapping and visualization. Through mapping
and wayfinding I contextualize research as emerging from "lived experience" that can be
traced through the researcher's mobile tools. Through this contextualization I describe
the design of the study itself and its implementation in two cases. In chapter 4 I provide
findings from my two case studies, the study abroad group and the local Purdue group. I
begin with my own experience of cultural dislocation on the study abroad trip and offer
backing on Scotland in order to situate the reader in the unique culture of the study
abroad class. I then respond to the different maps generated by the two case studies
and put what they show into conversation with the goals of the project. Lastly, I offer
my own perspectives on the two studies and the ways in which my findings were
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surprising or complicated the results of other studies in the field. Chapter 5 points to
implications for further study by examining a unique case found in the local Purdue
group. In doing so, the chapter explores participatory design and expertise as a way to
complicate established workplace practices and put such activities into conversation
with a more diverse group of stakeholders.

29

CHAPTER 2.

THE MOBILE CONTEXT OF COMPOSITION

Mobiles, a term including both cell phones and smartphones, are increasingly
becoming the tool of choice for getting online around the world (Rainie & Poushter,
2014), and we need a similarly mobile-first concept to better understand the
importance of location and context in writing. As we see mobiles adopted into users’
everyday lives, our classrooms and our workplaces must make room for mobiles as
primary tools of writing, research, and data collection. Recent mobile data from a PEW
Internet research study provides some key information on the practices of mobile users
in the United States. First, 64% of American adults now own a smartphone, nearly
doubling from 35% of adults reported in 2011. Second, the “Smartphone-dependent
population” is increasing with 19% of respondents indicating that they either have no
broadband Internet connection at home or have limited options for getting online other
than their smartphone. Lastly, two distinct groups are most likely to rely on
smartphones for regular Internet access: young adults aged 18-29 and non-whites
(blacks and Latinos) who are three times as likely as whites to rely primarily on a
smartphone for Internet access (Smith, 2015). As indicated by this data, smartphone use
in the United States is increasing rapidly. And for many, these mobile devices are either
their main or their most frequently used tool for getting online, performing necessary
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tasks like online banking or searching for jobs, and interacting with others through social
media, email, and texting. These mobile acts of communication inflect how users
interact with others across the many spaces an individual occupies during the day—
including work, school, transit, home, and everywhere in-between. Madanmohan Rao
(2013), for example, refers to mobile users as “untethered knowledge workers” (p. 1) as
they are able to connect to local wireless networks and work or communicate with
others across public and private spaces. Manuel Castells (2007) likewise positions the
mobile user at the center of a new “mobile communication society” writing, “we have
perceived the emergence of new social arrangements characterized by networked social
practices, an individual-centered culture, and distributed information and
communication power. The technological ability to maintain this networking pattern of
relationship anywhere where there is access to the communication infrastructure
generalizes the social structure conceptualized as the network society to all domains of
activity and to all contexts, beyond the computer networks built on fixed telephone
lines” (p. 249). In this view mobile users and their communication practices are rewriting society itself based around networked connections tying individuals together
worldwide.
This sense of networked users moving where their work takes them without
sacrificing productivity appeals to businesses and educators alike. From an educational
perspective, the use of mobiles as composing devices/technologies takes students
beyond simply composing with a new technology or medium. Rather, these
technologies invite us to examine not just mobile devices for writing and researching,
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but also a similarly mobile, untethered audience reading and responding over the
network from many different locations. Further, mobile devices and the composition
practices they support include not just voice communication, but a mixture of various
composing modes including voice, text, sound, and image. Wayfinding, as explored in
chapter 1, is defined as how users move about a physical space in order to achieve their
goals or desires in using that space. Here, in the discussion of mobile features,
wayfinding becomes a way of contextualizing the mobile user’s interaction with the
world. As the mobile is a constant, plugged-in device that travels with the user, it
becomes a tool of action and reaction to the user’s environment. The user may
physically find his or her way in a space with locative technologies housed in the mobile
device, or access information pertaining to the space through the network or RFID tags.
Likewise, rhetorical wayfinding positions that this connection to the location matters,
and therefore a mobile-equipped user with a wealth of digital, networked connections,
experiences the location in a fundamentally different way. When a user interacts with
many different locations of work—as he or she is now able to do more effectively with a
mobile device—wayfinding becomes a way to connect these disparate locations to the
user’s habits and practices. These practices play out across physical spaces, different
modes of composing, and contexts as one uninterrupted mobile stream of
consciousness. As the user situates him/herself daily in tasks and practices, the mobile
tools he/she is equipped with similarly adapt. In this way, understanding the new
affordances and features of mobiles can provide insight into both their current and
potential use in writing and research.
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2.1

Mobile Features

As mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets become more ubiquitous,
including these devices into our writing and research practices requires a similarly
mobile-oriented concept of how users do work. The key factors that separate handheld
mobile devices like tablets and smartphones from personal computers, laptops, and
workstations are: one, the general use of touch interfaces for the devices (or small
keypads) enabling one-handed, quick input; two, connection to global networks such as
GPS, cell towers, and roaming wi-fi enabling near constant connection to a network; and
three, the incorporation of media-focused technologies including cameras, geotagging,
motion-control, and gestural interfaces as standard design. Together, these features
help establish mobile devices as at-hand, at-the-ready devices that reinforce for users
the networked, social, and localized nature of mobile work. Unlike the formality of
sitting at a desktop, or the preparation involved with setting up a laptop, mobile devices
allow for writing and research that can be recorded “in-the-moment” leading to a
spontaneity, or kairotic response to the user’s activity. Conversely, such awareness of
the physicality of the device, the need for a network connection, and the variety of
features asks the user to be aware of his or her surroundings and context of use in order
to effectively use the device.
By characterizing mobile devices and their features as responsive to the user,
mobiles are seen as situated, contextualized aspects of the user’s activity. Andrew
Feenberg’s A Critical Theory of Technology (1991) is helpful here as he focuses on the
situated, ethical, and non-neutral power of technology as it operates in society. He
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writes, “Critical theory argues that technology is not a thing in the ordinary sense of the
term, but an ‘ambivalent’ process of development suspended between different
possibilities. This ambivalence of technology is distinguished from neutrality by the role
it attributes to social values in the design, and not merely the use, of technical systems.
On this view, technology is not a destiny, but a scene of struggle” (p. 15). If technology is
not a simple progress narrative, but entwined with the views of users, the resulting
struggle is played out in the daily interactions between user and technology. By their
responsive design, mobiles are uniquely reflective of this sense of struggle. The
pervasiveness of mobile technology could not have been conceived of 20 years ago. The
sheer amount of stuff packed into a smartphone is remarkable, and what affordances
the next jump in technology brings is anyone's guess. The key issue is that users
incorporate a multitude of values into any device according to its placement and use in
daily life. Technology such as mobile devices are deeply embedded into the way we
interact with, see, and approach the world. They are personalized, adaptable devices
that plug-in to our work practices and shape our daily activities. All advancements and
upgrades and changes in our concept of technology ultimately play out in the hands of
users, and through mobile devices especially we are poised to question what role we
play in the proceedings. Futurists used to dream of an embedded chip jacking our brains
directly into the network, but it turns out it's a lot easier to just have our connection in
our pocket (or strapped to our face a la Google Glass.) The current pervasiveness of
mobile devices reinforces the need to examine the interaction between our devices and
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our work as a negotiation between personal use and the complex technological
structures of everyday life.
These structures such as cost, access, infrastructure, etc. are reinforced by the
nature of mobile devices. Perhaps due to their more personalized and single-user scope,
mobile users are pushed to a model of constant updates, upgrades, and changes to the
latest model of phone. Mobiles are less a linear technology progression and more an
increasingly stratified realm of different devices and features. Further features are being
folded into mobile devices at an increasing rate, leading to increased stratification of
capabilities and designs.
The Android operating system is a prime example of this sort of stratification.
Unlike Apple’s iPhones that update to the latest operating system when released or
Microsoft’s recent release of Windows 10 that saw all available Windows machines
update to the latest software, Google only pushes Android updates to some devices.
The benefit to this approach is that many different devices of varying power levels, costs,
and abilities can run Android without forcing users to update to a newer phone every
time a new version of the operating system releases. The downside for developers and
users is trying to make sense of the many versions of Android currently on the market
and subsequently the capabilities of those devices.
The chart below displays data from the Android developer dashboard, freelyavailable information collected by Google on the relative number of devices running
Android that share a version of the operating system. The data is compiled monthly
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from every Android device that connects to Google Play services and I synthesized data
from the last four years of results from January 2012 until April 2016.

Figure 2.1 Android Versions Scatterplot
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Distinct areas of interest can be seen in the chart (Figure 2.1). When this data was first
collected and shared by Google, Gingerbread (2.3, seen above in darker green) was
enjoying widespread adoption by Android users with 55% of users running the version
on their phones. Froyo, the previous release, was still running strong at 30% of users
while earlier releases made up the remaining number of users. The newest release, Ice
Cream Sandwich (in dark green-blue), had barely reached 2% of users after being out for
three months but rises quickly in the next few months. 4.0 adoption levels out at around
30% of users before being overtaken by the swiftly rising Jellybean. Jellybean marked an
improvement in the reporting of Android versions by Google as they recorded the
numbers of users for each iteration of Jellybean, 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3 separately (and each
are likewise marked with their own line on the chart). A consequence of this reporting is
Jellybean’s placement on the graphic does not adequately reflect its near 60% adoption
by users as its numbers are spread over three separate lines. Instead, the issue of
updates and stratification within versions themselves is made clear as more total users
ran 4.1 than 4.2 or 4.3. In other words, more users upgraded to a new phone with 4.1
installed, but were unable to or unwilling to update to 4.2 or 4.3. KitKat (4.4) obtained a
new release, but no distinct stratification within the version, and quickly rose to match
Jellybean numbers where it still sits comfortably today at nearly 35% of users running
the version. Lollipop quickly followed with a 5.0 and then 5.1 release that split their
userbase while Marshmallow, 9 months old as of this writing, has been unable to break
5% of users. Although a visualization of Android data, this ebb and flow of technology
adoption, updates, and new releases is repeated across all our technologies. Much of
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the distinction between versions plays out behind the scenes for most users (who tend
to care more for the brand of phone and its features, not the operating system),
versions are indication of the vast disparity in what mobile devices are capable of.
Android currently has one of the most stratified distributions of its operating system,
especially compared to its major competitor Apple, and from this data a number of
issues specific to Android, but indicative of mobile devices in general, can be explored.

2.1.1 Stratification
As seen in Figure 2.1, the newest release of Android takes months to become
adopted by a significant number of users. Even if you or your students have access to
the newest update that does not mean that the majority of users do. More expensive
phones are also more likely to be included in free updates, adding an economic angle to
the issue of device stratification. As such, the newest gadget or update might be used by
early adopters, but never reach widespread use before being overtaken by a new
release. Both Jellybean and KitKat, for example, have about the same userbase as
Lollipop. With the comparatively recent release of Marshmallow, four distinct versions
of Android are currently being supported by sizable amounts of users. As Feenberg
(1991) reminds us there is not a simple, linear progression of technology adoption and
advancement—users adopt technologies in fits and starts or bypass intermediary
advancements altogether.
The issue of stratification, or diversification in the capabilities of mobile devices
is not unique to Android or to smartphones in general, but is reflective of the
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widespread increase in mobile technologies that fit into various niches of use. Mobile
devices have grown in physical size and power as both smartphones and tablets, while
the first “mobile devices” laptops have edged closer to their counterparts by adding
features such as touch interfaces. As such, “mobile devices” indicate a wide range of
technologies with various applications and cannot be reliably conflated together.
Johndan Johnson-Eiola and Stuart Selber’s chapter “The Changing Shapes of Writing”
(2009) responds to the diversification of technological writing mediums by encouraging
a responsive approach to their study that is even more pronounced today. They call for
flexible, context-based pedagogy (p. 17) that utilizes familiar rhetorical moves used in
approaching any writing situation. The difference comes in managing “expertise” as a
powerful tool in responding to the rapidly changing contexts of technology and writing.
They write, “In many cases, we’ve become so comfortable with our own traditional
expertise that we have become dismissive of new forms of communication that make us
feel like novices. If we can give up the notion that teachers must be masters of all
terrain that the course covers, we can start to understand our expertise in different,
more useful ways. We may even begin to learn with our students” (p. 18). As seen in the
Android data, the newest and best technology may be out for months before coming
into the hands of a significant number of users. And even if the majority of designers
have access to the newest gadgets, they may be designing for a user base with vastly
different levels of proficiency and technological know-how. By leveraging student and
teacher expertise, we can avoid arbitrarily limiting student resources while
simultaneously putting their own access and knowledge in rhetorical context of the act
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of mobile writing or research. Such an understanding frontloads mobile tools to
promote awareness and critical literacy of the variety of technologies, levels of access,
and user abilities bridging mobile use. Further, this reliance on flexibility and expertise
for audience and user, teacher and student, positions mobiles at the center of any study
of their use and allows rhetoric and composition scholars to explore the device as a
nexus of tools, abilities, and connections.

2.1.2 Materiality
The gradual peaks of adoption, use, and decline as seen in figure 1 are
emblematic of the usual lifespan of technologies. Mobile devices are a particularly
interesting case as their design and use can be tweaked in different ways—processing
power, media tools, and applications alongside physical constraints such as size, battery
life, and interface. Advancement in any one of these areas play out through mobile
devices as an aggregate of tools and abilities with major jumps in design or use
(Gingerbread’s massive update of core Android features, or Jellybean’s graphical
refinement and language support) promoting a widespread push by developers to get
the new technology onto devices and into users’ hands. The material nature of
connections impacting mobile devices is described by Teddi Fishman and Kathleen Blake
Yancey (2009) as a “tethering” effect on mobile devices and their users, writing “It
[wireless] is embedded in a physical context and even more so when the physical
contexts are multiplied; it can serve as interface function; it can serve as its own site of
learning. This means, most obviously, that in order to “work,” wireless still requires
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certain physical proximities—to a signal source or a power source. It may also mean,
however, that other kinds of proximities are also required—proximities of discourse,
proximities of perspective, proximities of knowledge” (p. 39). Such tethering positions
context, situation, and use as central to working with mobile devices. Nevertheless,
their material constraints are keenly felt when phone storage runs out, the network
drops, or a phone is frantically looked for when misplaced in a purse or coat pocket. The
networks of data and technologies that structure the network mobile technologies rely
on are particularly unseen when everything is working correctly.
The material issue of technologies is exacerbated with mobiles, perhaps due to
their all-in-one nature. The smartphone or tablet is a single cohesive technology—
screen, touch, network, apps, phone—even as its design expands to include more and
more features. These devices increasingly rely on distributed networks and cloud
services to access content, relying further on constant connection to the Internet to
function. As Lisa Gitelman (2006) reminds us, “ No Web page would exist without a vast
clutter of tangible stuff—the monitor on which it appears, but also the server computer,
the client computer, the Internet “backbone,” cables, routers, and switch hotels—but it
is nonetheless strikingly intangible” (p. 95). Mobile devices rely on this backbone of
other technologies and services, even as their day-to-day use champions the idea of the
single power user with a wealth of technology at his or her fingertips. The danger lies in
this commodification of materiality where users are continually pushed to adopt the
newest gadget or the device with the most features. Mobile users are particularly
susceptible to such tactics as phone companies push 2-year ownership plans and
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continual updates where phones change and content is carried over. Even designers can
fall into the same trap of privileging features over user needs. Android Studio, for
example, will default to creating an application for the current release of Android. As
the data in Figure 2.1 shows, a designer could easily be incorporating features that at
best only a small percentage of the audience could use, and at worst lead to users being
unable to even run the application. Likewise, this leads to making design choices when
creating applications as students must choose to sacrifice some features in order to
have an audience, or weighing what features (only available on 4 and above and not on
2, for example) are worth sacrificing users for. Taken together, fostering an awareness
of this materiality in both researching and teaching with mobiles is key to connecting
their use to the long lineage of technologies and scholarship on their use that has come
before.
2.1.3 The Issue of Access
Together, the data collected on Android devices and these two areas of interest,
stratification and materiality, speak to a more general issue of access that structures any
study of technology. Access cannot be thought of as simply being able to use a device—
it relies on a greater understanding of the various networks, tools, competencies, and
connections wrapped up into a device’s use. This idea is nothing new, as Cynthia Selfe
calls for this notion of critical literacy in technology use in her 1999 article “Technology
and Literacy: A Story about the Perils of Not Paying Attention.” She writes: “Composition
teachers, language arts teachers, and other literacy specialists need to recognize that
the relevance of technology in the English studies disciplines is not simply a matter of
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helping students work effectively with communication software and hardware, but,
rather, also a matter of helping them to understand and to be able to assess—to pay
attention to—the social, economic, and pedagogical implications of new communication
technologies and technological initiatives that affect their lives” (p. 432). Access,
especially as we envision it for ourselves or for our students, must be continually
reassessed in the light of emerging technologies and the way they figure into students’
everyday practices.
Access rests on critical literacy, not just physical or material access. Therefore
data such as that from the PEW research study points toward reliance, or multi-purpose
use of the technology that promotes this greater sense of access. Material access is
increasing, but critical literacy does not implicitly follow from such access. And access
will always be at different levels that must be identified—students, teachers, and
institutions may all have different levels of access that may in turn differ from where
society or an expected audience stands. Therefore any work with mobiles, or new
technologies in general, must be situated in discussions of access between teacher and
students, writers and audience, users and public.
Adam Banks (2005) breaks down the problem of access along four areas of
interest: material, functional, experiential, and critical access. Materiality in particular
runs as a connective thread throughout these categories, highlighting the networked
nature of access. For “material access” Banks labels it as one's ability to “own, or be
near places that will allow him or her to use computers, software, Internet connections,
and other communication technologies when needed” (p. 41). With more widespread

44
use of mobile devices at work, in the home, and in public life, material access is of
increasing concern for mobile users as “when needed” is difficult to pin down. When a
device’s use is based around this constant, tethered connection to the network and to
other users the idea of “needed” changes. It must account for both passive connection
and reactivity as well as access to the material structure when the user desires it. Here
again, knowledge of the material structures surrounding the use of a mobile device can
help the user account for hiccups in use and a better awareness of how these linked
technologies are vital for truly useful material access.
To ensure the public, work, and home use of the technology we must also be
invested in users' access to knowing how to use their material devices. Banks dubs this
“functional access” or “the knowledge and skills necessary to use those tools effectively”
(p. 41). The term “effectively” here is key as it invites a user’s self-assessment of their
own needs and abilities. No set standardization of computer tasks or skills can
effectively denote access, but must emerge from the user’s context. Functional access
must be based in users having the ability to assess what they want out of the technology.
With a sliding scale of effective, functional access a user must situate his or her needs
with the technology in the context of material access as well. As anyone who has tried
to teach a non-tech-savvy relative how to do something “the correct way” can attest,
people use technologies in vastly different ways. There may be an optimized approach,
but users build their own hacks and shortcuts through technology all the time. Complete
mastery is something of a misnomer as a user’s engagement with the technology is
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connected to this sense of daily use. As such, functional access must be situated in a
user’s daily activities as a test for effectiveness.
Situating technology access in daily practices is essential, and moreso with
mobile technologies that complicate daily practice as near constant activity and
connection. Banks (2005) uses another valuative term here with relevance to the user
being a foundational aspect of access. He writes, “beyond the tools themselves and the
knowledge and skills necessary for their effective use, people must actually use them;
they must have experiential access, or an access that makes the tools a relevant part of
their lives” (p. 42). Banks connects access with daily practice and use, which further
leads to the ability to learn, expand, and teach yourself to keep up with emerging
technologies. Experiential access then must also be the access of continued learning, or
else users are at risk of falling behind or being unable to engage with the latest
technologies. Access is not something a user obtains, but more a constant mediation of
his or her connection to technologies and their use. Access in this way is a shifting level
of both material access and critical literacy that plays out in the user’s everyday life.
“Effective” access changes, and so too do our needs of that access. Part of experiential
access needs to be an ability to keep up with technological shifts and the accompanying
issues of access that play out in the hands of users.
The final facet of access Banks (2005) examines is critical access. He writes,
“Members of a particular community must also develop understandings of the benefits
and problems of any technology well enough to be able to critique, resist, and avoid
them when necessary as well as using them when necessary” (p. 42). In other words,
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access must be sought after as a way of empowering users to critically understand the
potential benefits or problems of using any new technology as those issues do not begin
or end at the user solely, but are wrapped up in a wealth of other material and
networked concerns. What kinds of agencies can the user have as part of the network?
How can the user build independence by adapting to or resisting these technologies?
How aware is the user of these avenues for managing his or her own access and what
control is ceded to others on the network? Together, these questions point towards
access as a point of connection between the user and the various contexts tied into
their use of technology. Access, again, cannot just be about the limited view of the
material components of technology themselves, but instead needs to involve users as
part of a network of technological, social, and cultural factors that emerge through this
system.
Access is changing, and in response, our theories of access need to change as
well. It is not enough to just have physical access to technology, or conversely be unable
to contextualize access outside of a narrow spectrum of privilege and ability. More, we
must be able to continually evaluate how daily practices are structured by varying levels
of material, functional, experiential, and critical access. Recognizing mobile access
specifically as a situated form of critical literacy in a rapidly expanding field is key to
being able to examine access in the classroom, workplaces, and in public spaces
alongside our users. These devices are not passive, and access needs to be
contextualized alongside new concerns such as constant connectivity and plugged-in
technologies such as cameras and near-field communication; material concerns such as
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the network and costs, price; and rowing stratification of what these devices are capable
of.
These aspects of Android—stratification of technologies, materiality, and
access—highlight the larger trends in computers, technology, and digital writing that are
affecting the study of digital rhetoric. Android serves as a microcosm of these larger
trends and is a useful way to push discussion of these issues to the forefront. As will be
explored further in my description of study methods in chapter 3 I focus on Android for
a number of reasons.
1. Android is most used OS worldwide (IDC 2015) with over 80% of the
world’s market share.
2. Android phones have a range of prices, versions, and features. While this
does lead to increased stratification of smartphone capabilities, students are
able to have a lower cost of entry to smartphone features.
3. Android phones are easier to install applications on and make
applications for. Android allows for an easier time of testing and running
unsigned apps (those not distributed through the official Google Play Store),
including student-made ones, as opposed to jumping through the hurdles of the
iPhone store. Likewise Android tools are available free-to-use to develop apps
while IOS development still stands behind some paywalls.
Although I prefer to focus my research, development, and pedagogy around Android
phones for these reasons, I am broadly interested in the way mobile phones have
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become technological swiss-army knives that incorporate a variety of other technologies,
applications, and features into a single device.
Ultimately, the issues of stratification and materiality that can be seen in the
Android version data are evidence of larger trends in mobile devices and technology in
general. Access is no longer limited to the ability to have or use such technologies, but
to actively participate in the networked activities playing out through these devices.
Further, such technological and material constraints border larger concerns of access
and infrastructure in regard to mobile device use. An awareness of these issues must
therefore ground any research with mobile devices and push rhetoric and composition
scholars to contextualize both their and their students’ work with such devices. It is
another reminder that we do not need to limit our work with such tools, but understand
their use at the intersection of different abilities, needs, and users.

2.2

Mobile Studies

Mobile devices do not fundamentally change the questions we have long asked
in the use of computers in writing, but they do in many ways build off of the need for
ways of discussing these questions with students. The Internet public is still huge, the
network is still pervasive, and the tool is still embodied—only now the device we use to
connect is always on and always with us, even in the classroom. By building off of
existing media theories and questions in computers and writing, discussions of mobile
technology highlight the way our work moves beyond the classroom and the university
to have real impact. In this way, mobile devices both un-tether users from a single, fixed
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location and tether them to a network of connections, support, and interaction that
extend beyond a single course. The writer’s specific device and practices are always in
connection with these larger systems and contextualized within larger contexts of
access and ability, technology stratification, and materiality.
Mobile studies are similarly stratified as they adapt to available tools, often in
reactionary ways to the onset of a new technology. Instead of redesigning an
assignment to these new ways or tools, this sort of reactionary attitude may lead to
bannings or inclusion without understanding—assuming expertise from students
without actually helping them improve their skills. Rhetoric and composition scholars
have explored a number of issues with mobile devices relating to their use in the
classroom, workplaces, and public spaces; for research, and for amusement (Kalin &
Frith, 2016; Kimme Hea, 2009; McNely, 2015; Pflugfelder, 2015; Pigg, 2014; Rivers, 2016;
Spinuzzi, 2009; Swarts, 2007; Tinnell, 2011; Zoetewey, 2010). Beyond this approach of
“updating” our assignments to acknowledge mobiles (much in the same way university
policies evolve slowly over time) much of this scholarship focuses on responding to
student adoption of the technology and further incorporating mobile devices into our
writing and research practices in a similar fashion to Banks’ call for access as a form of
critical literacy.
Due to the relatively quick shift in computing from desktops, to laptops, to
mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets, many of these studies cover the
technologies interchangeably. Nevertheless, the studies show a continuing interest and
need in the field for research observing the use of mobile devices by users in a variety of
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academic, workplace, and public locations. I examine the following mobile studies from
both the perspective of an instructor who fosters discussion and use of such devices in
my classroom and a researcher who studies the building and development of such
devices. Indeed, I cannot easily extricate these two areas of interest just as I do not
expect students to put their cellphones away in class. If the mobile user is an entirely
different type of writer, researcher, and student than he or she was before, as described
in chapter 1, then these studies are not simply recording a single application of writing
with mobiles, but are an exploration of the changing face of writing practices today.

2.2.1 Social/Cultural Mobility Studies
Numerous studies by rhetoric and composition scholars have sought to
contextualize larger writing concerns within the changing social practices of mobile
device use. Setting aside much of the hand-wringing and concern that accompanies any
massive shift in technology, as the shift to mobility most certainly is, collectively these
studies seek to respond to the changing social landscape resulting from widespread
mobile device use and understand how these changes play out in users’ habits. John
Tinnell’s (2011) article on mobile world browsers, for example, connects the rise in
global communication to the importance of GPS-located media being in the hands of
users. Building from McLuhan’s global village (and later global theater), Tinnell argues
that smartphones set the stage for users to create content on a worldwide scale
through access to GPS. This interconnectedness is in line with Jenny Edbauer Rice’s
(2008) description of a new public emerging through cellphone use: a “public intimacy”
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that emerges from performing formerly private acts such as speaking on the phone or
writing a message to someone else in a public space. Rice argues that an increase in
mobile device use leads to a “sociality that is neither public nor private” (p. 96) and
ambiguous, if unintentional inclusion of the people around us into our communication.
In both cases the social fabric of “who” we are communicating with as well as “how” is
shifting based on mobility. Such is a reminder that the materiality of mobile devices
involve a human component as well—whether expanding at the global or local level,
mobiles facilitate connections to other users in the network.

2.2.2 Pedagogical Mobility Studies
Beyond examining the use of mobiles in public spaces, scholars have also
conducted studies on the use of mobile technologies by teachers and students. These
studies connect larger trends in new media and technology to pedagogical concerns
such as access and literacy in the classroom. Melinda Turnley examines student access
as situated knowledge in her 2009 chapter arguing that mobility gained through
technology does not necessarily translate to other contexts. Even as wireless
technologies free students from the boundaries of the classroom, students are still
bounded by larger institutional and cultural spaces (p. 93). Kitalong (2009) finds this
narrative of student freedom through wireless technologies extending into educational
technology ads aimed at institutions. Teachers are absent from the ads, and such
narratives “suggest that teachers are self-evidently and emphatically much less
technologically competent than their students and insinuate that because teachers can
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never catch up with their students’ technological abilities, they should not even bother
to try (p. 61). In both cases, the issue of mobiles in the classroom is bounded by cultural
and social shifts changing who has access to such technologies. A mobile-equipped
student will find it difficult to adapt to a classroom where the device is unaccounted for
or ignored, but likewise the instructor is faced with a losing battle by always needing to
be up-to-date on the latest technologies and to account for their use in the course.
Technological shifts may be supported by commercial companies promoting deals for
students buying new technologies for school, or by the institutions themselves
introducing teacher training, IT help desks, and workshops. These endeavors, however,
cannot overcome the disconnect between comparatively high material access to such
technologies and users knowing how to effectively (as per Banks’ use of the term as a
personalized, reflective act) include them in pedagogical spaces.
Ehren Pflugfelder’s (2015) study in Kairos seeks to account for this possible
disconnect by investigating student use of mobiles as a spectrum between material
access and literacy. Building on Selber’s 2004 work arguing that access does not always
lead to literacy, Pflugfelder and his class created a documentary that asked students
“Does your smartphone make you smarter?” The provocative title is particularly apt as
the study tasked students with critically examining their own cell phone habits as a form
of literacy both in and outside the classroom. Students featured in the documentary
were neither pro nor anti-cellphone use in the classroom, acknowledging both positives
(such as taking notes) and negatives (potential distraction) from their use. Ultimately
the students and Pflugfelder himself come to the conclusion that cell phone use in the
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classroom is useful when backed by literate practice where students are engaged with
course material and use cell phones to supplement that work. The study found that
material access to technology does not necessitate its use, and students recognize a
variety of useful/harmful features surrounding the technology that guide its use in
different contexts.
In each of these studies, student and teacher use of cell phones require
grounding in a literate access for successful use in the classroom. Further, this access is
not just material, but literate access to phone features useful for aiding in classroom
practices such as note-taking or recording data. And this access extends to instructors as
well who need flexible pedagogies that can include cell phone literacies as well as policy
support from the institution on acceptable use of such technologies. Here again there is
no single set of best practices nor is there universal adoption of the technologies
supported, but their use in the classroom emerges from assessment of student and
teacher access, literacies, and need.

2.2.3 Mobile Research Methods
Mobile studies by technical writing scholars often focus on testing new methods
for examining mobile use in workplaces or classrooms. These studies may introduce a
new technology, or context of use as a case for studying mobiles and are therefore in
line with the earlier discussion of stratification of tools. To keep pace with innovative
designs and new technologies, cases often differentiate themselves by adopting a new
method or technology that has not been examined before. Although focused on the
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particulars of the case presented, broad conclusions can be drawn from the studies
alongside their support for a variety of potential methods and technologies to be
studied.
Martin and Meloncon Posner’s 2009 article investigates the iPod as one such
mobile technology. Building on Donald Meinig’s notion of “successive landscapes” (p.
294) where multiple lenses can be applied to a single place in order to discern meaning,
they position technologies like the iPod as part of a similarly successive “mobile
landscape” (p. 294). In this view, each new mobile technology builds upon this
landscape as a new reading of the place and requires a new view through which to
understand the context of the location. Such a method fits well into the stratified nature
of mobile technologies as it requires a revisit to the study with each successive
generation of technology (such as replacing the iPod examined in the article with the
iPhone). Each successive layer builds new meaning into the location that can be used to
further contextualize the unique culture of that place.
In each of these cases, the research collected is entwined with the tools used to
collect that data. With the rapid pace of new technology adoption, it is imperative for
research studies to situate the data collected as emerging from a specific context of
users and technologies. In doing so, successive studies can account for the increasing
stratification of tools and methods by reflecting on those needed for any new study
from the perspective of their subjects’ unique context. This may “date” studies in many
ways, but it conversely allows for each study to contextualize itself as a part of
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continuing conversations in the field that can be adapted to address the next leap in
technology.
Together, these studies point to the necessity of understanding mobile
technologies within socially situated practice. Issues of materiality and stratification do
not play out in a vacuum, nor are issues of access divorceable from changing issues in
the field of computing as a whole. Through mobiles our practices have changed, the
character of locations has changed, and the nature of our interaction with the world
around us has changed as well. These studies show many of the areas of mobile
research that rhetoric and composition scholars are conducting research in. In the next
chapter I will cover additional mobile studies related to locational practice and describe
my study as an extension of this earlier work. After building from these earlier locational
studies I will cover mapping broadly as a method for putting research in context and
then describe my study as emerging from mobile and mapping approaches to research
through the connective thread of wayfinding. I have designed my study to not only
account for the broad technological issues of stratification, materiality, and access as
explored in this chapter, but to engage with them through positioning wayfinding with
mobiles at the center of research. Mobile-first research built on wayfinding and locative
practices as described in chapter 1 fills this need for responsive research methods that
account for emerging technologies and diverse work locations. As Rao (2013) reminds us,
due to the meeting of numerous separate technologies combined into mobile devices:
“Mobile internet will not just be a way to do old things while moving; it will be a way to
do things that could not be done before” (p. 5). Therefore we need to study mobile use

56
as a game-changer, as something that has opened up new avenues for writing, research,
and a focus on work as a mobile practice across numerous locations. The mobile
“change” has already happened, so we must adjust to these new plugged-in abilities
that mobile users have and re-think how to use such tools to the benefit of our work.
In the next chapter I introduce mapping as a method for studying writing and
research through the lens of palimpsest, visual device, and focusing force. In doing so I
position mapping as a way to study research practices by combining mapping with
wayfinding as lived experience. Through this experience, work can be seen as physically
emplaced, contextualized practices visualized in maps. Flowing from the discussion of
mapping and wayfinding I explain the design of the two case studies presented in this
dissertation through my initial attempts at mapping student work, to the context of the
studies, their participants, the technologies used, and what the generated maps will
look like. By leading the reader through the design, I aim to contextualize the study as
emerging from earlier, similar studies; rooted in its own unique context; and repeatable
by further studies in the future.
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CHAPTER 3.

OUTLINE OF STUDY

As a way of collecting primary research data on the topic of writers using mobile
devices in their research practices, I designed and conducted a study of mobile
technology use by students in a professional writing course. The study tasked students
with using mobile technology in support of a research project conducted with local
workplaces/worksites. As students investigated their sites, they collected the usual
types of empirical data—images, video, audio, notes, recordings, artifacts—with their
mobile devices. While collecting this data their mobile devices will be connected
through wireless networks to a central program tracing the path of their research. This
method will both afford the student a way to collect his or her data and situate that
research in the larger context of the research site itself. The study was conducted
twice—once with a professional writing study abroad group in the summer of 2015 and
again with a multimedia writing class in the spring of 2016. The findings from these two
studies provide additional support for the use of mobile technology in research by
highlighting the affordances of these devices as a way to both collect the types of
materials writers need for research—video, audio, images—and map that collected
research into a networked, usable whole. By focusing on tracing student work through
GPS connected to their mobile devices, I aim to highlight new affordances provided by
mobiles for contextually situating research practices in real time across different work
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locations. Research, as a practice deeply connected to contextual awareness and
situated action, must be responsive to the needs to the project, the researcher, and his
or her subjects. As such, a researcher armed with mobile devices can nimbly adapt to
the circumstances of his or her research and mapping can be a way to both collect and
reflect on the research.
In this chapter I first introduce mapping as the method of my study and discuss
how digital mapping, contextualized through rhetorical wayfinding, provides an
effective approach to studying mobile use by researchers as a localized practice. Second,
I describe the design of the study itself in detail including the subjects, tools used, and
the particular contexts of the two versions of the study. In doing so I ground this study
of localized, mobile research in the unique circumstances of a specific time and place.

3.1

Maps and Mapping

Building from earlier studies of mapping and locative practices, I see mapping as
a structuring force that contextualizes the traced path of a researcher or writer. The act
of mapping itself integrates the tools and the location into the writer’s habits, into his or
her experience with the space as a mnemonic or guide for those following.
Contextualizing through the experience of the mapper is key, as Mcarthy (2014) puts it
bluntly: “an essential feature of all maps: namely, that they don’t work and never have.”
(p. 6). And further, maps contain many problems as they are projections and
“Projections are not neutral, natural or ‘given’; they are constructed, configured,
underpinned by various–and quite arbitrary–conventions” (p. 6). From the unique
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perspective of the one creating the map, this visual serves as an extension of the
research and in doing so writers can uncover the hidden structures and limits to their
work. These maps are not and cannot be neutral, as they are intimately tied to the
research and location of their creation. Through mapping the writer reconstructs his/her
space as movement and interaction with that space, and—with the addition of mobile
devices—a way to similarly reconstruct the networked space his/her writing and
research takes place in appears. Through wayfinding and reflective praxis, the writer can
better contextualize the research location as a series of choices, movements, and
connections mapped through his/her experiences with that space.

3.1.1 Maps that “Work”
Sullivan and Porter’s (1997) use of postmodern mapping is helpful in articulating
maps as emerging from practices situated in various physical, digital, and social
boundaries. They write, “A map can be judged, we think, on what it allows, what it
blocks, what else might be pictured, how it freezes time, and how it allows time to
escape” (p. 80). To create maps that “work” requires grounding first in what is being
depicted and second in the underlying structures behind what the map itself shows. As
such, a map cannot be studied as a singular object, but as the result of a process
stemming from these various contexts. Barton and Barton describe maps as such in their
1993 article “Ideology and the Map.” Building from de Certeau they describe maps as a
“palimpsest,” from the practice of removing text from a page in order to use it again.
This metaphor “enables us to address the kinds of repression that occur in a diachronic
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perspective, i.e., the repression of the acts of production and reception of the mapped
text considered vertically rather than laterally, considered as process rather than as
product, as speech act rather than as structure” (p. 247). The map is not a singular
object, but a process of inscribing meaning upon a location. Mapping as palimpsest
enables the incorporation of the differing views and histories that collect in a place,
offering a lens through which to view the minute details and subtexts that go into a map
rather than a singular, final form.
Aside from their ability to accrue meaning, maps are defined by the physical
constraints of their design. Maps are designed images that create a visual language of a
location, and that language builds from geographic, cultural, and temporal patterns that
teach the user how to read the map. These patterns work as both physical
representation and affective response, there is no single way to respond to a map or
visual. This diversity of response can stem from the many ways visuals are used in
popular culture for both rigid analysis and widespread critique online. Nathan Yau (2011)
explains the growing popularity of using visuals in general for analysis: “At this point,
you enter a realm of visualization less analytical and more about feeling. The definition
of visualization starts to get kind of fuzzy. For a long time, visualization was about
quantitative facts. You should recognize patterns with your tools, and they should aid
your analysis in some way. Visualization isn’t just about getting the cold hard facts” (p.
XXI). By requiring interpretation, visuals and maps in general build off of specific visual
tropes and conventions in order to get their meaning across. Known symbols or icons
can help convey the intention of the mapper, but as Kostelnick (2003) warns, these
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conventions are not universal. Feelings of the user can also affect use of the map, such
as a passenger running to catch a train struggling with a subway map even if he is used
to using such maps regularly (p. 218). The visual language of maps can therefore be
thought of as a communicative act between the mapper and the user that is affected by
its context of use. A map then is never a still image, but a complex text emerging from
shared understanding between creator and user that plays out across the design and
use of the visual.
Lastly, maps are defined by their ability to focus a user’s attention. The map is
created from a process of mapping and inscribed into a visual medium, and the choices
made in what is shown or not on the map reflects this focusing, identifying power.
Johndan Johnson-Eilola (1996) writes:
“Maps are effective because they work without effort. If they admit debate—is
the property line exactly there? Or is it over a foot?—then they are labelled
"inaccurate" and "flawed," or worse, "subjective" or "political." But every map is
by definition "subjective" or "inaccurate" in some sense or another. The very
reason we make and use maps is because they allow us to selectively omit things,
to understand our stories within particular contexts. In many ways, we can
define communication as the processes of selecting, removing, and connecting
pieces of information for various contexts and people. When we determine
these things—selecting what, removing what, connecting where, what context,
which people—we are always acting within and with power.” (p. 17)
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The argument of any map is that of a specific view. In order to use the map, the viewer
must respond to what the map is showing by choosing to follow along or making
corrections where he or she believes it to be inaccurate. Contextualizing the map within
its various physical, cultural, and social constraints is key to responding to the map
effectively, but doing so does not deny the ability of the map itself to show a particular
view of reality. Instead, this contextualization offers a way to put the power of the map
into practice as a less totalizing, more process-oriented visual representation.
In these three ways—map as palimpsest, visual, and focusing force—mapping can be
seen as a situated rhetorical practice. The resulting map can be likewise read as a
snapshot of this practice. Turning to wayfinding and mobile mapping with GPS, this
practice can play out in real time as a method for exploring and understanding a
worksite. The mapper is both designer and user, responding to the map as it is created
or referring back to it at a later time. This map can then be read by the researcher or by
others as an experience of that research practice or that location. As a physically
emplaced, digitally networked wayfinder, the writer is free to create a map that
accurately reflects the process of moving through that workspace.

3.1.2 Mapping our Wayfindings
The turn now is in examining the digital worksite as a system of connections
focused on the researcher, creating a localized, social sense of the research space itself.
Instead of connecting to abstract information or technology in a haphazard fashion, the
hybrid worksite is composed of entities in relation to the worker—as with a purely
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physical work space, we must be aware of the technologies, subjects, entities, and
environments involved. The nature of these relations emerges from the use of
technology, as Morville (2005) explores in his discussion of Wayfinding 2.0. Morville
heralds the GPS as the genesis of this new ability to define our physical and virtual
spaces. GPS provides “location awareness” (p. 70) to a new degree, folding in the data,
tracking, and connections possible from our physical space through its relative position.
Maps are situated automatically, paths are laid out before the user, and information is
tied directly to the user’s location. In essence, the observable nature of our physical
worksite accrues another, digital aspect of its character. For our digital worksites, GPS
allows for a similar layering of both physical and virtual connections in a localized space.
The digital researcher is defined by his or her technology, access, interface, and now
physical place. The research site is no longer a centralized, singular location, but instead
a movable, mobile work space. Instead of damaging our sense of locality, the digital
worksite invites the researcher to constantly plot his or her locale in regard to both the
environment and the virtual sense of place. How does research happen at a desk? In the
field? While stuck in an airport? As such, the possibilities of mobile technology, GPS, and
the digital worksite offer a more malleable view of location for researchers relative to
technology.
By combining wayfinding with GPS-enabled mapping tools, researchers gain new
means for incorporating the place where research work happens as an integral aspect of
that work. Like similar work on technology impacting boundaries (Schmidt, 2011; Geisler
et al., 2001; Prior & Shipka, 2003; de Souza e Silva & Frith, 2014), examination of
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technologies of place reveal impactful integrations and applications of these
technologies, especially ways those technologies can focus research. Mapping reveals
links to locative contexts by positioning mobile and live-mapping technology as a way
for researchers to collect notes, artifacts, and other materials as they move between
work sites, enabling the researcher to effectively respond to different cultural contexts.
With all the movement associated with these research practices, the mobile technology
itself helps provide a stable point for the user to focus on while writing in these different
contexts. Mapping serves as both an output for wayfinding and a method for conducting
research in disparate contexts by positioning the user and the mobile device at the
center of the research act. This drives the research as kairotic, responsive activity on the
behalf of the researcher collecting data, drawing connections, and writing in a localized
space.
Wayfinding literature, in turn, has concentrated on mental maps and sense of
space that people create as they move through places. Our mobile technologies
literalize these emplacements, thereby enabling researchers to see relationships they
have developed. While these traces are developed through mapping their own work,
the use of GPS-enabled mobile devices allows for a more distinct sharing of space and
location with other users. Accordingly, mapping, sharing maps, and telling stories of
movement externalize stories we have shared but also allows for heuristic memory and
access to visual representations of their movements to which we simply have not had
access.
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3.1.3 Wayfinding as Lived Experience
Erik Jonsson (2002) in Inner Navigation discusses how the layout of cities and
physical spaces drive one’s movement and interaction within that space. The experience
of getting lost, finding familiar paths, and building a mental map of the city are traits of
locals that study abroad students adopt quickly in order to simply live in the host city.
Weekly excursions to new cities (and sometimes new countries) continued that feeling
of unfamiliarity and dislocation. At the same time, students spent enough time in their
host city to become regulars at the local café, navigate the city streets during rush hour,
and find the shortest way home from the pub. Students working closer to home are
likewise thrust into new situations where they quickly learn to workplace culture of a
research site, or use connections to gain access to people and locations as part of their
study. Even a familiar space changes when approached through the context of an
investigative study. Beginning to understand a location comes from this lived experience
as users living and working in a mix of cultures, contexts, and experiences. Once past the
initial dislocation and disorientation experienced in an unfamiliar location (as described
in ch 1), the user begins to interact more fully with the location. Jonsson describes this
iterative method of “knowing where we are” as cognitive mapping. He writes:
“Navigation is knowing where you are and how to get to where you want to go. In an
unfamiliar area this means that you have to use a map and a compass to find your way.
But if you know the area you need no such help. You know where you are, and you
know how to get to where you want to be next. It is all in your head; you have “a map in
the head,” a cognitive map to go by” (p. 27). By internalizing the location in this way, the
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user is able to situate his or her work in the unique context of the location and its
people.
Wayfinding is key as a connective thread between the researcher and the
location of work. The researcher develops a cognitive way of seeing the location that
adapts to new paths and connections as they are found—orienting his or her view of
that space along these paths. These could be connections to people, such as an
interview of survey leading to further research questions, or connections to things such
as a sign or detour directing a user in a new way that leads to some unexpected insight
or discovery. Once integrated into the culture of the location, the researcher becomes
more attuned to the people and places as part of the research and his or her cognitive
map of the space expands in turn. Memory serves an important function in accruing
these details as part of our sense of a place. Rudolf Arnheim (1969) describes the “shape”
of memories as such: “There will be, on the one hand, a tendency toward simplest
structure or tension reduction. The trace pattern will shed details and refinements and
increase in symmetry and regularity. This whittling down of the trace to a simpler figure
will be checked by a countertendency to preserve and indeed sharpen the distinctive
features of the pattern” (p. 81). Memory is situated between these two competing poles
where general details are lost, but affective moments or characteristics (p. 82) jump
readily to mind. Memory colors all aspects of the researcher’s interaction with a
location by affecting not just how the writer responds to a location after the fact, but
also what details spring to mind and are deemed important. We can become paralyzed
by the shifting cognitive map of a place, as Jonsson or I was by our initial disorientation,
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or we can build off that as a necessary step for understanding a location and
approaching it as a site of research and work. To be wayfinders we must incorporate
those early stumbles and use them to build a personalized, contextualized, lived
experience of a location
Such is the space I see for professional/technical writers conducting empirical
research. Successful research stems from considerable buy-in from the people and
places being researched, and writers can be at the forefront of developing connections
between researchers and subjects. This requires writers to be involved in initial designs
and conception of the study as members interested in attuning the study to the needs
of those involved. Research is generative, and such research further requires investment
in time, money, and support for the researcher to become invested in the location and
its unique nature. In doing so, the research is emplaced in the unique situation and
context of the worksite. Building off of cognitive mapping, GPS-mapping serves as both
an output for wayfinding and a method for conducting research in localized contexts by
positioning the researcher and the mobile device at the center of the research act. This
drives the research as kairotic, responsive activity on the behalf of the researcher
collecting data, drawing connections, and writing in a localized space.

3.2

Design of Study

To examine how ideas of location and mobility affect writing practices, this study
sought to answer two overarching and interconnected research questions: What is the
impact of networked mobile devices on the research practices of writers? And how can
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writers form reflexive, localized research methods through mapping their own habits
and practices of research? Considering such questions provides opportunities to reflect
on ways teachers of rhetoric and writing teach research methods by focusing on the
iterative, interactive nature of that work. To study such contexts and better understand
such practices, I used a single GPS-mapping mobile application and gave all participating
students access to the program so they could record their movements while conducting
empirical research. Students had control of when their devices were recording, and also
had instantaneous access to the created maps and could use them for their own
research projects and reflection. The method was tested in two distinct situations—one
with a study abroad group and one with a class working locally around Purdue
University. In both contexts, study abroad and locally around the university, this
approach reinforces that the act of integrating into a local community and
understanding its culture—which all students did when composing via mobiles—is a key
aspect of the work all writers do. Further, the need to disseminate research findings to
others so they might make use of and build on such work necessitates a way to walk
readers through the research process.
Building from earlier studies shown in chapter 2, I ground the design of this study
in issues of student access, materiality of tools, and stratification of technologies. For
access I follow Banks’ call for developing critical literacies in technology use by focusing
on student outcomes. The study tasks students with engaging with tools they have
access to and generating research data that students can then use to reflect on their
own work practices. Students additionally received readings and class discussion on
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current issues with mobile technologies and their use. By making students aware of
these issues they can better utilize the tools they have access to or respond to issues
such as surveillance or data collection that affect the daily use of these technologies.
The study was designed to account for materiality of tools used by focusing on mapping
student mobile practices as networked, locational activity. Material constraints such as
having a networked connection to GPS and being able to “see” other users in the
network creates an awareness of the impact of those networked actors on the success
of the project. The physical aspect of moving around while tethered to this material
network highlights the power of location, place-based awareness, and local knowledges
and cultures as the basis for using mobiles in writing and research. The stratification of
current mobile technologies is the third issue of note. Although the study presented is
built on specific mobile tools, the use of these tools is in service to recording student
work and research practices. The core of the study relies on mobiles connected to GPS
networks and wayfinding as a methodology of study, a flexible framework that could be
applied using other applications, device features, and technologies. In this way,
stratification is accounted for by providing a method to conducting the study, not just
the results of two cases studied with that method.
By accounting for such issues as access, materiality, and stratification, the study
presented can be put into conversation with previous studies as well as continuing
discussions in the field. While not every issue is mitigated by simple acknowledgment,
by designing with these issues in mind I was able to create a study that is both
contextually grounded in the tools, locations, and students studied as well as replicable.
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Initial testing of this framework is offered below before covering the details of the study
conducted for this project.

3.2.1 Genesis of the Project
The initial idea to use mapping to study the use of mobile devices in student
writing and research practices stemmed from my interest in workplace, classroom, lab,
and other location-based studies. In my professional writing courses I included a “site
study” as the final project for the course. The project involved a team of students
finding a location on campus or one of their workplaces and studying what sort of work
was done there, who worked there, and how the site could better serve its users. A
business writing course may task the students with redesigning the site for worker
needs, while multimedia writing students went on to design a mobile application that
served the needs of those using the site for work. The site study serves as an adaptable,
rhetorically-situated final project centered on students conducting empirical research
and synthesizing large amounts of hands-on data. Across a few of my early classes I
noticed that students needed less technological support from me in conducting their
research. Teams of students using video cameras and audio recording devices gave way
to a single student with a smartphone collecting all the data he or she needed. Likewise,
the classroom became more of a meeting space during the final project where students
would try to fit their different pieces of research together into a cohesive view of their
subject. I sought a way to streamline how students could show the incredible amount of
work that went into conducting empirical research to each other as group members, to
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me as the instructor (or boss in a professional setting), and to the rest of the class as
hypothetical consumers or the public. Further, students would be able to then reflect on
or respond to their own research practices by being able to return to those practices
after the fact.
Initial attempts were made using GPS-coordinates and a course Drupal website
to allow students to map their research locations for the final project in a technical
writing class. Using their mobile phones and a GPS-enabled submission form on the
course website, students were able to input latitude and longitude for their sites of
research and a rough outline of the locations of their projects began to emerge on a
Google Map as see in Figure 3.1 below.

Figure 3.1: Early attempts at mapping student work
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Collected data was tagged to a specific geographic location that populated an
ever-expanding map as students collected more data at the site. The act of mapping in
real time with their devices gave weight and permanence to the research site. Unlike
the process of collecting physical materials, written notes, or digital recordings, the
mapping process put their research into immediate conversation with others to create a
more complete picture of the research site. While I moved on to more precise methods
and tools, this early model highlights many of the outcomes I sought for the project.
Students were able to incorporate a new tool, GPS, into their existing work practices
using mobile devices and this allowed a visual network of users, tools, and research to
emerge at the site of work.

3.2.2 Study Context
Stemming from my earlier attempts to visualize student research practices as
local, contextual, and physically emplaced, I devised a formal case study to map
students as they conducted research for a course. As mobiles provide a stable point of
reference across different locations and worksites, their use served as a way to trace
student practices across different contexts. This study, then, traces and collects the
students working through their own research projects while I provided a meta-study of
the practices observed. In this way, the study can be seen as a methodological approach
to studying student work practices where author-generated data becomes a window
into how mobiles have affected research practices. The maps created were available to
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students throughout the project and served as both a mnemonic and a way to reflect on
their own work practices across numerous locations and contexts of work.
The case in question was conducted twice: once with a Purdue University study
abroad writing course conducted in Dundee, Scotland in the fall of 2014 and again with
a writing course conducted at Purdue University’s West Lafayette campus in spring 2016.
The two groups will be noted as the “study abroad group” and the “local Purdue group”
respectively. To undertake this research, I first asked Professor Michael Salvo, the
Purdue faculty member who led the study abroad course, for permission to conduct a
study of his Professional Writing students and their use of mobile devices when
engaging in research activities for the class. For the local Purdue group I offered
students in my own course the mobile application for use in conducting research for
their final projects. Students were then allowed to anonymously share their generated
maps for the study, or choose to keep them private. Since participating Purdue students
were scheduled to do field research as a regular part of both courses, my goal was to
integrate mapping applications into their pre-existing work habits. The student
participants had familiarity with smartphones as part of their preparation for the course,
and traveled with a variety of their own mobile devices. To combat possible wireless
connectivity limitations, which would limit data use and reflection over such data
creation, I used real-time data synching and location surveys to collect student
responses. The research was conducted with IRB approval (Purdue IRB Protocol
#1405014840) and students were recruited using a simple invitation described in the
IRB application asking students to volunteer their maps for study.
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3.2.3 Participants
For the study abroad case, 10 Purdue students – six men and four women –
participated in the study. Of these 10 participants, six were Professional Writing majors,
one was in the School of Science studying Geology, and three were in the college of
Engineering studying civil engineering and aeronautical engineering. Two of the
students were non-native English speakers from East Asia, and for most of the
participants, this trip to Scotland represented their first trip outside their home country.
In recruiting subjects for this project, I used an initial email to approach the
students enrolled in the study abroad program and asked them to consider participating
in this study. The initial email provided students/prospective subjects with a short
overview of how Strava, the application chosen to collect mapping data for the study,
worked. This overview also included instructions on how to download the application,
and an indication of my intention to use of the research resulting from this study to
create visual representations of their movements and a final article manuscript on such
practices. (As the maps created for this project were housed in a shared online account
for the class, each of the participants could access the maps he or she was generating
via their own mobile-based research.) This initial invitation was sent to all 10 students
enrolled in the program, and all agreed to participate. Each participant then received a
link to access the joint Strava account as well as access to the survey materials. The
extent to which each student participated is unknown; six distinct participants supplied
data regularly.
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For their research projects, students found a topic, developed research
questions, and then conducted their research in order to produce a final report for the
course. As the class contained a diverse group of students, their projects emerged from
a variety of interests for technical writers. Projects included studies of sustainability and
green energy, local discussions of the referendum vote, infrastructure development, the
history of technical writing in Scotland, and mass media. Public posts are available:
http://pwscotland2014/blogspot.com.
For the local Purdue group, 20 students were in the class consisting of 5 women
and 15 men. Of those students, A third each were in professional writing, computer
graphics technology, and engineering. When students were put into groups of three for
the final project, each group allowed for the map created for the project to be used for
my study. As with the study abroad group, students chose their own topic for the site
study and I provided them with the mobile application for creating maps.

3.2.4 Data Collection Mechanisms
To examine my initial research questions on mobile research and composing
processes in global contexts, I used two different methods to collect data. The first
mechanism I used for data collection was a survey I requested all participants to
complete, and this survey asked students to anonymously input the location where they
conducted their research on a given day. While the survey approach did not work in
real-time, it could be used by students in more remote areas where wireless signals
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were difficult to access and was used more extensively by the study abroad group
compared to the local research group.
The second mechanism for collecting data involved using the Strava application
to collect information on where students were located when using mobile technologies
to research and compose. As Strava runs in the background of a user’s phone, they were
able to continue their normal tasks including using their phone’s other applications and
services without needing to constantly check to see whether Strava was recording. The
application did not provide a distraction, allowing students to focus on conducting their
own research while simultaneously collecting location data in real-time and mapping
student movements around a given research site.
Through these two mechanisms, I was able to collect data on how students
physically moved around while conducting empirical research for class projects. During
data collection, students were in control of when they wanted to use the Strava
application to collect information on their location, and the background nature of the
tool meant students could turn the tracer on and then forget about it while they
performed their research. This oversight led to an element of daily discovery for
students as they uploaded their maps at the end of the work day and saw the messy,
wandering paths they had taken as they worked on their own research projects. The
data collected through these two mechanisms also provided me with a method both to
visualize student research practices directly as they moved about the research area. For
the study abroad group, the mapped visuals placed student research contextually in a
global environment traveled by outsiders to Scotland. In comparison, the local Purdue
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group was working in the familiar territory of campus, but here reconfigured through
the new view of mapping. In each case, both I and the students could gain a more
complete picture of how students were physically moving about, exploring, and
interacting with the local environment as they were researching and composing using
mobile technologies.

3.2.5 Technologies Used
The mobile technologies used in this project are as integral to the project as the
theoretical and practical background research. GPS-access has been a standard feature
of smartphones for the past several years, so my goal was to find a lightweight
application that could run on a variety of devices and that could record student maps to
a centralized database. Building from my earlier experience mapping with Google Maps,
I decided to use the mobile application Strava (Strava, 2015) to collect student traces as
they conduct research. Strava is a running and cycling application that uses GPS to
record the path the user takes as he or she goes for a morning walk or afternoon jog.
Although designed for exercise, Strava offers developer tools and an API that can be
modified for research purposes. The application is available for both Android and iPhone
devices, runs with minimal interference in the background of a user’s phone, and
provided a shared tool for creating locative maps. As students used their devices for a
variety of tasks during research including recording notes, conducting interviews, and
taking pictures, the application was chosen as it worked reliably to connect and record
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when students wanted to supply location data according to their preferences with a
single, start-and-stop interface.
In the study abroad group, all ten participants carried a smartphone they used as
a primary method of communication with family/friends back home and with other
members of the course. The majority bought cheap smartphones from shops in the
United Kingdom, and these devices ran on familiar technology, with most individuals
using Android user interfaces. The availability of online access did have some affect the
data collection process throughout this project. Connections to Mobile networks and
GPS are still not ubiquitous in Scotland and other parts of the UK, even in the midst of
densely-populated, bustling, tourist-filled city centers like Edinburgh and Glasgow.
Public transportation was one reliable source of Wi-Fi, as was the free public Wi-Fi in
areas such as downtown Dundee or museums, so many students were able to connect
to the application successfully. In contrast, the local Purdue group had 18 members with
reliable smartphones, one with a self-proclaimed “unreliable” phone, and one who did
not own a smartphone. I was able to provide these two students with spare Android
phones they could use to participate in the project. Students working around campus
had access to Purdue’s wireless network, PAL, as well as their own paid data plan. In
both cases, having numerous ways to connect to wireless networks provided support for
the approach as students were able to access GPS so long as they had a wireless
connection.
While the approach presented in this study is built on Google Maps and Strava, it
is applicable for use with any GPS-tracking application available on the market. Strava
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provided a free, cross-platform application that also synched with Google Maps to
provide a familiar interface to students. Further, both Google Maps and Strava provide
open APIs for fine-tuning their ability to share data and for me to compile maps from
the recorded data. These two programs show a concentrated effort on my part to work
with low-cost, cross-platform technologies. This is not intended as an ideological choice,
but one of maintaining control over the finer points of what data is recorded by the
applications and what our students can do with their data once it is visualized onto
maps. Any decision made on selecting tools for a research project leads to certain rails
for the project of what can, and cannot, be done, and the decision to work with APIs
and modify tools for the project is the type of fine-tuning necessary to create an
approach that can stand up to scrutiny. In examining mobile research methods, I am in a
unique position to create a suite of applications that fit into the study I want to conduct
and collect the information I seek. Instead of deciding based on what works, or what fits
closest to my methods, I can better design a technological method of data collection
that I know will support how I want to write and research in the field.
The technology chosen for a research study affects the research conducted.
More than simply tools, these technologies layer the study with an interface of
mediation and complexity for the users involved. The data collected is colored through
this layer and it is up to the researcher to contextualize that research alongside the
choices bounding the study. The choices of technology, approach, and what to collect
for the study emerge from concerns of access, cost, literacy, and reliability. In turn, the
researcher must weigh these concerns before deciding on the parameters of the study.
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With these various concerns there is no way to decide upon a technology to use lightly,
but the choice must be made in human terms centered on the users involved lest the
study be put on arbitrary rails. Google Location History records the locations of all
Google Maps users (who haven’t opted out of the tracking) and individuals can look at
this history of everywhere they’ve been. While I find this tracking to be fascinating, I
understand when others react to this sort of massive, pervasive tracking with concern. A
study requires finer tools, and the personalized nature of empirical research demands
supporting technologies that can be attuned to the needs of users. As such, a totalizing,
passive technology such as Google Location History lacked the needed agency of users
to control when to turn the application on or off at their discretion as well as the API
tools I needed to synchronize maps together and start conversations across research
practices through the maps generated in the class.
One consequence of using GPS technology is the need to make user locations
visible in real time. This may be an issue for users who do not wish to be tracked, so I
made a few design choices in the study to account for such feelings beyond assuming
students simply did not care or would choose to not participate. First, a single account
was created for the mapping app which allowed students to track themselves
anonymously. Students would still know which tracks were theirs, but the amount (or
lack) of participation from each student was not recorded. Second, students had
complete control over when to use the application or not. Students could turn the
application on only when working, and could create a break in the recording without
issue. Due to the application running in the background of a mobile device, most
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students simply turned the application on and forgot about it while working. Lastly, I
pushed for students to use the maps in their own work by making sure students and
myself were the only ones with access to the maps. Students were free to use the maps
in their own research and writing as visual aids, dissemination of findings, or for
reflection. This form of reciprocity was important to me as participation in digital
networks often hinges on this form of “participatory surveillance” (Farman 2012 p. 68)
to borrow a term from Jason Farman. He writes: “To be active in this emerging
environment, one seemingly must participate by simultaneously being a watcher and
allowing others to watch. Reciprocity is vital.” (p. 70). This sort of give-and-take can be
seen in social media services especially where users enter into conversations with
others based on “checking-in” to a location, as well as in passive technologies like
Google Now that push data to a user based on their physical location. As a similarly
networked form of participation, I wanted to make sure that students felt that the
information they were supplying (their location) was worth what they received from the
application: visual research aids and way to put their work in conversation with other
students in the course.

3.3

Data Mapping

The student-submitted survey data allowed me to pinpoint the general area
where students worked on any particular day. The map in Figure 3.2, for example,
shows a broad look at the work the study abroad group did over the 6-week trip. Each
red indicator on the map displays a location that a user accessed mapping tools at least
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once. Although lacking detail, this pulled-back view reveals different locations students
traveled to and where they performed different activities during the summer study
abroad program. As such, the points presented on this map highlight the range of
locations students visited when using mobile technologies to engage in research and
composing activities. The points on this map thus reveal the ease at which student
research activities took them across a wide expanse of territories and brought them to a
variety of new cultural spaces while researching and composing.

Figure 3.2: Google Map showcasing survey results from student research trips

The survey data collection process was not automated and not as precise as
other methods (i.e., it could not show street-level work by the students across all of the
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United Kingdom and into Europe), but when mapped, it did provide a sense of scope of
their mobile work during the course. Clusters of markers on the map in Figure 3.2
indicate a group of students at a certain location, such as class trips to Pitlochry and
Falkirk. Conversely the spread of individual points at different locations on the map
highlights the range of sites students visited when engaging in research and composing
activities for the course. As students were free to select their own research projects –
and thus the related locations in which they conducted research, the majority of these
movements represented by individual points on the map indicate individual student
choice. The formality of the official research trips led to increased data submission from
students, but the maps chosen as representative for this study show a range of student
submissions across the study’s duration. The initial map presented in Figure 3 thus
serves as a general foundation for examining student movement during the course of
conducting their own research for their individual class projects.
The local Purdue group created a similar point-by-point map of the three teams
working with ITaP labs on campus. Students began studying labs that were familiar to
team members and slowly expanded their research to incorporate more labs. Outside of
classroom labs in academic halls, the students found labs such as those at the Latino
Cultural Center that were used primarily by specific groups of users. Without exploring
campus, their project may have missed including users of labs from these unique
locations.

84

Figure 3.3: Local Purdue students mapping computer labs on campus

Together, these maps are one output of the project and demonstrate the use of
wayfinding, mobile mapping, and digital tools in contextualizing empirical research
practices. Students in both groups had access to the maps generated and were able to
use them as visuals in their own projects or as reflective material to work through their
own research process. In addition, students received some material on mapping and
research practices as a part of the course and some went beyond the stated aims of the
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project to create personalized maps as a part of their research projects. While this is
outside the purview of the study itself, such maps are evidence that students found
mapping as a useful part of the research process and were able to contextualize their
own research and work through the act of mapping. Such mapping was also still in line
with my primary goal for the study in gauging student reaction to the use of mobile
tools, their sense of locality and space through using the tools, and what sort of
conclusions can be drawn from their maps after the fact. What does it mean to see
one’s research traced across map while they conduct it? Across numerous maps and
research paths I believe a dynamic, localized, contextualized view of the changing face
of mobile work has begun to emerge.

3.3.1 Mapped Explorations
In each of these two cases—study abroad group and the local Purdue group—
the discovery of research opportunities was tied to exploring the cities and speaking to
locals. The unique, individualized maps generated by students then become a way to
walk through this process of discovering research opportunities through exploring local
spaces. In essence, students must learn the contextual nature of the research site and
these maps serve as a way to show their research as a form of contextual knowledgemaking. Providing this context acts as the wayfinding for readers to follow in the
students’ literal footsteps for seeing how that research was generated and then to
interpret that work in the reader’s own perspective. Beyond a stationary, assumed
location or shared perspective the maps physically position that research as connected
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to a unique context that can be further connected to local, social, historical, or global
concerns. The study abroad students are physically and culturally “dislocated” as they
explore their new home for the duration of the trip. The local students experience a
similar sense of disorientation as they approach a familiar location in the guise of a
researcher, or discover new locations of work that may be in buildings they pass by
every day.
In the next chapter I present findings from both the study abroad group and the
local Purdue group. The maps presented show evidence of the local, contextual-based
experiences of these students writing and researching with mobile tools. The contexts
and experiences shaping these maps became the focus of my own research on how
mobile technologies could be examined—and better understood—in terms of ideas of
location, space, and place when individuals use mobile technologies to write and
research amid a sense of physical and cultural dislocation.
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CHAPTER 4.

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

In this chapter I present findings from the two case studies of the study abroad
and local Purdue groups. These findings include the actual maps generated from student
movements as well as my commentary and contextualization of those maps as part of
the mobile work practices students participated in. These maps are organized according
to their use by students including student-directed mapping, mapping for exploratory
research, mapping for research in non-places, and maps as networked texts. Following
from the discussion in chapter 3 of mapping as method through the map properties of
palimpsest, visual, and focusing force, each map is interrogated as both an image and
the output of mobile, emplaced practices. As such, the practices in evidence on the
maps can be connected to numerous earlier studies of locational practices and mobile
tools.
The maps presented in this chapter represent various kinds of data collected
from the class Strava account during the course of this project. To provide context for
understanding the different kinds of data collected, this entry includes a number of
maps that show a range of student uses of the application. These maps include a quick
orienting map generated by students in the first week of class, a map of local research in
Dundee, and a map generated by a student using the app to track their journey north on
a research activity, and a map showing the network of student activities in the local
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Purdue group. Each of these maps highlights a different approach to using the Strava
application and points toward the usefulness of maps in responding to my earlier
research questions that focused on investigating locative research and composing
practices associated with uses of mobile technologies. After exploring each map,
connections and differences between the two studies will be investigated.

4.1

Mapping Personal Experience in a Study Abroad Context

I begin with my own map created by testing the application around Dundee,
Scotland on July 09, 2014. I can still remember the initial dislocation I felt upon getting
off the train in the city. Like most of the study abroad students I had landed in
Edinburgh before taking the train to Dundee, so it was not my first, jet-lagged
experience with a city on the other side of the Atlantic. But Dundee felt different.
Edinburgh was the big city and big cities tend to feel the same: huge crowds, busses and
cars everywhere, tourists. My wife and I had stayed in the old part of the city by the
college. Statues, beautiful old buildings, and history everywhere you looked.
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Figure 4.1: Map created from my first day in Dundee

Dundee was different. You came off the train and you saw (and smelled) the
ocean. The Discovery, and old clipper ship sat in the bay while the rest of the waterfront
seemed to be under construction—a mix of old and new in the same view. The city was
modern with bright newer buildings covered in glass towering over the street.
Compared to Edinburgh the streets and alleyways were wide, with trees set in planters
dotting the plaza. Even the statues were of cartoon characters and video game mascots
instead of ancient philosophers. We struck out on a twisting path through downtown
while dragging our suitcases before finding a bus that would take us up the steep hill to
where we were staying. The hill would become a daily part of our commute to the class
at Abertay University, and provided a brilliant look out over the city. Compared to the
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grandeur of Edinburgh, Dundee felt smaller- more intimate. Like you could really learn
the city in your time there and become a “local.”
This map conjures many memories from that first day in Dundee, the culture I
studied, and the research I found on the trip. Through the mapping application’s trace I
can return to those moments in Dundee by offloading the heavy lifting to the mobile
device. It records, while I observe. It remembers while I reflect. No matter my
meandering path or initial attempts at wayfinding, the device was at-hand and ready to
support my first exploration of a new place. While this map shows just a single day’s
worth of my own lived experience of Dundee, it is indicative of other similar stories of
students taking their first step into the unique culture of a study abroad program.
For students and instructors, the unique nature of study abroad must be
accounted for in this project as providing particularly apt circumstances for needing to
adapt to a specific cultural context quickly. Students, especially those who are traveling
outside the country for the first time, face a unique sense of “cultural dislocation”
(Andrews & Henze, 2011, p. 114) that stems from adapting to a new culture. This
dislocation, much like Jonsson’s (2002) “disorientation” is not necessarily a problem, but
it contextualizes the circumstances in which instructors are entering alongside their
students. The feeling of dislocation is overcome as students adapt to the host city, its
people, the language, and the culture. They adapt to the time difference, the signage,
transportation, and directions. They become regulars at the market, the cafe, and the
bar. In short, dislocation is overcome by situating oneself fully as a member of that
location. A student may start the program staying mostly in the host city, but with
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successive learning of how to get around and where to go, the student is able to take
trips further and further. With the support gained by study abroad programs in recent
years, including Purdue University’s goal of 33% student participation in such programs
(Neubert, 2013), understanding the effects of such dislocation is key to creating an
effective program. The emphasis on writing for diverse, global, and intercultural
audiences also holds true for professional/technical writers in industry, especially as
demands of international communication and globalization require writers to not only
be aware of different cultural dimensions for their work, but also to write with a global
audience in mind.
As daily practices change to account for the city, so too can research and writing
account for the new spaces of writing. The host city for this Study Abroad course,
Dundee, functions as a hub of Scottish culture, and students were encouraged to record
their movement around the city as an opportunity to examine different research ideas
before settling on a topic for their final class projects. Due to the exploratory nature of
study abroad and the free reign students had in determining what they wanted to study,
the instructor encouraged students to explore a variety of research sites. When
engaging in such activities, students collected data such as images, typed notes, and
recordings of ambient sound and voice; at the same time, they were connected through
wireless networks to applications that traced their paths during their research activities.
I checked the shared student Strava account on a weekly basis in order to see how many
students were participating and was on-hand during a few class periods to answer
questions or address any problems. The application collected location data only and
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most was submitted by students while in the process of researching their projects,
although some also used the Strava application to trace things like travel time or
wandering about the city. As students become comfortable with working in their new
environment, the mobile tools and mapping applications provided an augmented way of
viewing their work as intimately connected to local paths, infrastructure, and spaces.
Unlike a provided map or outline, the self-generated traces position the act of mapping
itself as an approach to researching the city by connecting together disparate locations
or bits of collected data that may not be readily apparent. For example, one graduate
student interested in archival research built off the class trip to the Scotland national
archives with travel to smaller research sites including libraries and colleges around the
country. Another student found a flyer for a knitting club in Dundee that led to talking
with local women from both Scotland and England about the approaching Scottish
Independence referendum vote.
Personally, I encountered a connecting thread in my travel around Scotland as I
visited a number of small towns as the Queen’s baton moved around the country for the
commonwealth games in a style similar to the Olympic torch relay. From Dunster, to
Stirling, to Dunblane, I unknowingly followed the path of the baton as it visited each city.
At Dunblane I finally saw the baton—literally a baton carried by a runner—at the urging
of some locals who wanted to make sure I didn’t miss the event. It was much like the
Olympic relay with people lining the streets to watch it go by accompanied by a group of
runners and local law enforcement. Afterwards I dug a bit deeper and found that the
baton was wrapped up in an entire controversy online with some arguing that the baton
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was cynical ploy by the Crown to stir up national unity ahead of the referendum vote,
while others saw it as a gesture of good faith with nothing to do with the vote. Like the
students, I uncovered this possible research thread by talking to locals and going “off
path” for work as I felt comfortable enough to be supported by the locative
technologies in my smartphone.

4.2

Mapping as Student-directed Practice

As Reynolds (2007) reminds us, “there is a danger of investing in technologically
sophisticated maps as the new source of truth without also acknowledging the shifting,
fragmentary nature of all forms of knowledge and information” (p. 82). GPS-enabled
maps are precise, and accurate, but they must work in conjunction with the writer’s
sense of place and location. Reynolds highlights the habitual nature of pathways and the
need for experience to be the driving factor in our work (p. 81). Maps can be formal,
outlined paths or simply everyday meanderings committed to memory. This idea can be
seen in certain maps produced from the data I collected on student movement during
their mobile-oriented research activities.
The professional writing students in the study abroad trip were strangers to
Dundee, at least at first. Thus, their first use of maps were as tourists trying to find
locations, getting to meeting spots, and looking for places to shop or eat (see Figure 4.2).
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Figure 4.2: Google Map created by students of regularly-used spots around town

This map was generated by the students before starting on their research projects in the
class. As such, it reveals a tendency for individuals who are new to an area to simply
mark important locations on the map, such as the classroom, grocery store, pharmacy,
and transportation hubs. Although referenced often at first in their mapping activities,
as students became more familiar with the area, this knowledge allowed them to
engage in and chart more adventurous movements down to the Contemporary Arts
Center, across the Tay Bridge for a bike ride, or around an unfamiliar city for a day. The
map in Figure 4.2 highlights the early use of the mapping tools by students and provided
opportunities for students to narrate strategies they developed to orient themselves as
they engaged in composing practices in new locations. In this context, the maps,
themselves, act as heuristic devices. Through them, students told stories of their days
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exploring, writing, and researching prompted by as can be seen in the turns and twists
represented on these maps.
As writers learning to navigate new environments, the students started by
tracing daily habits in order to share information with each other. This type of situating
work is important for writers working online and in global contexts as they need to have
a firm grasp of both the situation they are writing from as well as the possible contexts
their work is entering into. This sort of cultural fact-finding can be one way to build
understanding of the people and places where their work will be read. Additionally,
once aware of these practices, writing instructors can encourage students to engage in
more thoughtful adaptation of tools to meet student needs based upon such
understanding of use. By drawing attention to such factors, writing instructors can
encourage students to employ more thoughtful and meaningful use of those tools as
they fit into the work practices students develop – skills that can greatly benefit these
students when they use mobiles to interact effectively within the context of today’s
global society.

4.3

Maps for Exploratory Research

Figure 4.3 represents a week’s-worth of student movements around the host city
of Dundee with these movements layered into one map using the Strava Multiple Ride
Mapper by Jonathan O’Keeffe (2013). Although the lines get jumbled at certain points,
distinct areas of focused interest can be seen. For example, Abertay University (seen in
the middle of the map) was the location of the classroom used throughout the program.
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As such, lines naturally intersect there regularly. But other distinct movements, such as
to the southwest of the map toward the Dundee Contemporary Arts Center, as well as
to the northeast along popular biking trails around town, indicate numerous hubs of
student attention. Caird Hall, in the south-middle of Dundee, represents a cluster of
restaurants and cafes where students often gathered to spend afternoons working,
while the hill up toward Constitution Street to the North offered students a number of
twisting streets they could take to return to their dorm. The map in Figure 4.3 thus
shows that students are using the mapping application as a form of exploratory research
by turning on the tracker while moving about the host city. In this, way students had
access to a view of their movements around the city. They could then use this
knowledge to when composing their weekly progress reports and memos, a perspective
they could not access other ways. Through such activities, students begin to learn how
to more closely connect aspects of place to ideas when composing, and through such
connections, they can draw from a wider range of spatial information when composing
for readers in both their same and in other locations.
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Figure 4.3: Strava-generated map of student paths taken during a week in Dundee,
Scotland

Figure 4.3 also highlights the spatial nature of writing as an activity that occurs in a
multitude of distinct spaces where the user has access to the technology. As Bjork and
Schwartz (2009) describe, “students equipped with mobile devices are always prepared
to research, write, and even publish on location” (p. 230) provided the framework is
able to keep up with their use. And these movements can become an aspect of that
research. As de Souza e Silva and Frith (2014) note, “Either through a user's location
history or through a pattern of similar information embedded in different locations,
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users create connections among previously disconnected locations in the city; they
suggest patterns of mobility through urban spaces” (p. 42).
As Figure 4.3 reveals, localized research can occur in disparate locations. These
messy lines do not highlight distinct research sites so much as they show a process of
moving and working throughout the city as a contextual development of student work.
Their research activity is physically “placed” around Dundee, with the city, Scotland, and
its people. Such factors prove the backdrop needed to view the data in a more complete
context that can facilitate understanding of where and when individuals compose in
different contexts. In moving this work to more global communication, any reference to
the students’ work is built through the city as a lens for understanding that work. When
communication happens between disparate places, each location on that spectrum
offers context to the interaction as a whole.
Although it only traces the everyday sorts of paths students took, the map in
Figure 4.3 affected student practices as another way of “seeing” the city of Dundee in
their work. Each student created their own lived experience of the city in their time
spent in Dundee, and the tentative, exploratory wayfindings depicted on the map are
evidence of that networked, mobile experience. The networked nature of Google Maps
relating to location is discussed by Jeff Rice (2012) in his book Digital Detroit. He writes:
“I recognize that when we speak of technology and mapping, we speak of different, yet
complimentary, rhetorical systems. Despite its novelty and its convenience, Google
Maps still cannot fully accommodate the network I construct. That point doesn’t make
Google Maps “wrong,” but it does ask that I consider networks, space, and navigation
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further so that personalized data is included. Google Maps’ potential is in how we
generalize from it, not codify it. That personalization of data extends and complicates
traditional applications of rhetorical tools like memory so that other forces and spaces—
like sensations, citations, quirky data, and so on—are included as well.” (p. 54). For Rice,
his concept of “Detroit” stems from a combination of senses, memories, and feelings
that cannot be simply inscribed into a map. Likewise I would not recommend this traced
map as a totalizing view of the students’ experiences. Instead, these maps place
students in a specific time and space where they can see their work as a part of the city
as a whole. By looking back over the paths taken, students have a chance to revisit a
location in the same way they could with a photograph or journal entry, but in a
uniquely digital fashion created by networked mobile tools. The map traces the entire
journey—missteps, dead-ends, and all—that can be further connected to specific points
of interest.
As students conducted research in the same spaces they used for exploration,
activity, or fun, and the generated maps made no distinction among the types of work
being done. Such a recording the path taken and the movement itself relates back to
work on Auge’s “non-places” as explored in both Kimme Hea (2009) and Swarts (2007).
Our assumptions of the significance of a singular place (Kimme Hea, 2009, p. 206)
clashes with the ability to do work in those places thanks to mobile technologies. In such
situations, students are literally working between locations. Their movements, however,
also represent movement between cultures in an effort to better understand their new
context. Like Swarts (2007) says, “Mobile technologies accelerate the production of non-
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place” (p. 282). For the students reported on in this study, in Dundee, their maps
provide them access—an opportunity to see themselves moving through a city, to
understand it and themselves in relation, and as places of transition that factor into
work. Just as these students shift perspective and focus as they moved through the city,
work that crosses borders or cultural boundaries incorporate the in-between as
necessary context for bridging meaningful communication across cultures.

4.4

Maps for Research in Non-places

The next map (Figure 4.4) highlights the use of Strava for research purposes in
students traveling. It depicts an instance of when a student ran the application while
riding on a train north to the furthest reaches of the British Isles. Although not intended
for use in vehicles, Strava was able to keep up with the train and recorded a fairly
accurate path of the student’s journey.
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Figure 4.4: Strava-generated map of student taking train north along the coast

Such situations can help writing students gain a better understanding of how the
work they do via mobiles can move beyond the designated boundaries of a research
“site.” In this way, students can see how their work is in line with the kairotic aspect of
digital work and the ability to scale from more localized maps to transitions as wideranging as half the country is useful for demonstrating the scalability of these tools.
While Sullivan and Porter (1997) describe the kairotic aspect of digital work, “just-intime” takes on entirely new significance with mobile technologies.
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The relative inexpensiveness of train travel in Scotland allowed for students to
take these impromptu research trips and the maps likewise recorded the non-places,
the spaces between as a part of the research itself. As the trains were equipped with
Wi-Fi, not only could they function as places to work, they factored into the overall
planning time. In a more general way, this trip/journey aspect of the research site (i.e.,
composing via mobile devices) becomes an important aspect of the work itself. As with
Figure 4.3, Figure 4.4 shows passive context. It begs the question: “What happens when
there is no segmentation of tasks as described by Geisler et al. (2001, p. 296) or split
from place to non-place?” The constant connection of the writer and his or her mobile
device to the map complicates our already messy notion of the location of work,
offering a complex look at future workplaces. In global context, travel across countries
and continents, planning of research and method, become explicit aspects of work and
available through these maps. In global online context, asynchronous time in-between
likewise becomes evidence of important work accomplished in these non-places,
accomplished during once-wasted time in transit and waiting. In effect, it adds non-time
to non-places. Such factors are key ones to be aware of should students wish to use
mobile technologies in an informed way that can help them better address ideas of
place and location when communicating with global audiences.
Figure 4.4 also highlights wayfinding and the ways students already write using
mobile devices—with images, audio, video, location data—and that all these modes of
recording are folded into research. There is no special tool to learn. Rather, there is
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simply another program that students run on their phone while using that same device
to collect other research data.
In these processes, the “character” of a location changes the researcher’s
perception, which in turn colors choices the researcher makes. As changing technology
allows for GPS tracking and always-on network connections even as writers take a train
to the far reaches of Scotland, data can be recorded in real time and used to navigate
hybrid digital/physical realms. Further, there is opportunity for more non-linear,
exploratory invention away from the seek-and-find method of research. Such factors
echo what Schmidt (2011) details as an organizational shift from narrative to database
for storing and sending information (p. 312). Exploratory student research involving
such situations can thus be seen and valued through the affordances provided by
mobiles in data collection when composing. Just as students rely on smartphones as a
multi-tool in study abroad, academic use of mobiles at home connects students through
global smartphone adoption.

4.5

Mapping to Create Networked Texts

The local Purdue group used maps for similar purposes as the study abroad
group, but also felt freer to tweak the tools to their own needs when generating maps.
This may have stemmed from the students working more closely with me on their
projects, or from the nature of Purdue itself as a local community that the students,
mostly juniors and seniors, had extensive knowledge of and experience traversing.
Nevertheless, the local student group proved particularly adept at using maps to
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generate complex, networked texts that supported both exploration and established
student expertise. The map shown below in Figure 4.5 is one such networked text
created by a group of three students studying computer labs around campus. The top
map shows the initial research sites chosen by the group based on labs they were
familiar with on campus including labs in the student football center (used by the
football player in the group), the undergraduate library, and the student center (used by
the other two group members as they were often on the south side of campus). The
lower map (which was seen earlier in chapter 3) shows the total research sites explored
by the group after finding their initial number lacking. I had encouraged the group to
work with another team that was also studying ITaP labs on campus. The other team
had additional perspectives on campus labs as the team included a student who worked
for ITaP as well as a student who frequented the cultural centers on campus. This led to
a melding of the work of the two groups and an expanded number of research sites
including dormitory labs, the Black and Latino Cultural Centers, and specific
departmental labs such as those in engineering, science, and technology buildings.
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Figure 4.5: Comparison between earlier and networked study
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The use of mapping to generate a networked text echoes Lima’s (2011)
exploration of the “Rhizome” as a topology for studying relations. Stemming from the
work of Deleuze and Guattari who critiqued the rigid structure and hierarchy of trees as
an organizational form, the rhizome “connects any point to any other point, in a
transverse and autonomous way, allowing for a flexible network of
intercommunicability to emerge” (p. 44). In a city you can take many paths to get from
one place to the next, and that interconnectivity leads to an interest in why individuals
take one path or another. While the aim of my study was to visualize these individual
paths over time and put them in conversation with other users’ paths, the students here
took another approach by isolating a few paths and putting them into conversation with
each other. Much like a physical rhizome, a piece separated from the whole of the class’
mapped network continued to grow and form on its own by connecting two groups’
individual experiences into a broader view of the location.
The habitual practices of students reflect their own expertise in moving about,
writing, and researching in a location. While this is a fine place to start any research
project, sticking to only known locations can be limiting as the students’ stated goals for
their project were to create a mobile application usable in any lab on campus. By
sharing data with another team working on the labs, they were able to expand the
scope of the project considerably. Familiarity gave way to dislocation, but through that
displacement the students were able to see a more complex view of their subject as a
whole. And by adding these locations to the map, a more substantial study was created.
By visualizing the transition from initial study to comprehensive, final study, the
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students made a case for mapping as a way to document this iterative nature of
research and what areas can be added to the network for study. Such an expanding
network adds new areas of study, and the map itself invites others to follow a similar
path as the researchers.
4.6

Mapping Takeaways

In returning to the overarching questions posed by this project, these maps offer
several takeaways. Responding to the question of the impact of networked mobile
devices on research practices these maps display a supportive role in connecting mobile
technologies—specifically GPS—to the ways in which students already work. Students
did not need to learn a new practice or technique, but turned a technology they already
had access to into a tool for research. The maps generated by this approach proved
useful in visualizing, contextualizing, and focusing the research practices of writers by
physically inscribing their work onto maps. In this way, the locations of work, including
non-places and explorations, as well as methods of conducting that work, through
student-directed and networked activities, were contextualized in the way students
experienced a location. As untethered knowledge-workers with plugged-in mobile
devices, the potential for work to happen “anywhere” is growing. Conversely, being able
to pinpoint exactly where that work is happening adds a contextual dimension to the
work generated. Being able to place work in a library, a cafe, a bar, or a street tells the
reader about where that work came from. About how it was collected and who it was
gathered from. For students working in the global context of study abroad it provides a
way to integrate the culture and places of that trip into the research collected, while for
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local students it offers an incentive for going off familiar paths to discover new avenues
of research.
In response to the second research question: how can writers form reflexive,
localized research methods through mapping their own habits and practices of research?
Throughout the two studies, mapping was used by students for both personal use and
for connecting with others, sharing data, and inviting discussion. The passive nature of
the recording application, coupled with students having active choice in when to use the
application, created a method of mapping that reflected student work practices. There
may have been some initial drive to include particular movements or activity on the
map, but students chose how much they wanted to participate. By giving the users
control of when to record, the act of mapping shows a particular ethos of understanding
the physical location, the city, or the worksite as central to the research act. While some
uses of the mapping app may not contribute to their research projects, the act of using
the app shows an acknowledgment of the possibility for research to happen. Of either
deliberately conducting local research or looking for opportunities to generate local
data. The user is both open and receptive to thee opportunities for collecting data, and
the user is able to further visualize/qualify that this sort of exploration or travel time
should be recognized. The user is ready for the kairotic moment to strike through
integrating tools, time, and place into the practice of research as evidenced by these
maps.
Another activity recorded as part of the study was the use of maps in
unexpected ways. While I accounted for the general use of Strava in mapping locations
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of research, students adjusted the provided Google Maps to their own needs for the
project and came up with unexpected uses for mapping. These maps highlight the wider
applications of mapping as a method, as well as the numerous uses for GPS-equipped
mobile devices to create visual, networked texts. Students responded well to mapping
as a concept to not only record their own practices, but put them in immediate
conversation with others. This may have been to conceptualize the city as a whole, as
with the study abroad students as seen in Figure 4.3, or to share research data as the
local Purdue group did in Figure 4.5. Such mapping shows the power of the network to
connect research with the individual users, devices, locations, and research subjects
making up that study. This network plays out in relations on the map where individuals
respond to the environment, tools adapt to their use, and users react to one another.
In chapter 5 I continue this thread of individuals participating in the network through
the lens of participatory design. Just as mobile devices and GPS provide a way to
document and visualize such work, viewing the practices and habits of users in the
network allows their individual ideas and expertise to affect the whole of the network.
Who decides to go off the beaten path? Where do individuals lead others on the map?
What do non-experts notice? In exploring these questions, the network of users, mobile
devices, and locations becomes more apparent as a complex, shifting system of entities
that provides insight into both the research practices of the users and their effect on
others in the system.

110

CHAPTER 5.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY: MANAGING
EXPERTISE IN MOBILE WORKPLACES

As seen in the mapped results of two case studies presented in chapter 4, by
investigating the users, devices, and locations of their writing, students can better
identify the impact of such entities on their writing and research practices. Such
investigations can be useful in discussing the need for empirical, worksite and
workplace-based research in writing curriculum. Wayfinding provides a bridge to
connect disparate locations of work as part of a cohesive whole that colors that research,
and visualizing research on maps offers a way to see and interact with that cohesive
view. Effective empirical research demands similar focus on the way situated knowledge,
specific people and locations, and the culture or context of a place affects the research.
Beyond just physical information about the location, mapping empirical research in this
way can include individual perspectives, histories, and contexts from the site as a
networked hub of information. This layering of information opens the door for digital
networks to impact the area through mobile devices, and the need for wayfinding as a
way of navigating these multiple concerns increases. The two studies presented in
chapter 4 can be contextualized as class-based projects situated in study abroad and
local university contexts. Still, by observing and tracing the way mobile writers and
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researchers navigated local spaces while conducting their research offers broader
implications for situated, contextualized empirical research practices that could be of
interest to professional/technical communication as a whole.
By having a situated, localized view of the writing location mobile technology
works to incorporate physical/digital aspects of the site into the writing process. In
engaging with all aspects of the site, wayfinding helps the writer synthesize the work
environment as a collection of networks, technologies, individuals, and locations. The
writer can follow along numerous paths directing (and being directed by) networks and
technologies, encountering others in this public space, and ultimately creating a piece of
writing that speaks to these different aspects. This model aligns with the idea of
“participatory culture” as a way of focusing on the user amid a network of connections.
Henry Jenkins (2011) writes, “Participatory culture is emerging as the culture absorbs
and responds to the explosion of new media technologies that make it possible for
average consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recirculate media content in
powerful new ways” (p. 8). A culture of individuals, locations, and technologies all have
an impact on the situated act of research. The location of writing is not a singular fixed
location, but changes from one moment to the next along with our changing
connections. The location of writing then is part of the greater ecology of individuals,
technologies, data, and other locations in the network—where other writers are
themselves articulating a localized view of writing through mobile technology. Through
wayfinding the writer can build upon his/her network through mobile technologies by
focusing on the local, situated instances of lived experience playing out in such networks.
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5.1

Managing Expertise

As an example of such practices I offer a team of students from the local Purdue
group that modified the parameters of the study to form a more participatory,
networked approach to mapping their research location and the practices they used to
explore it. The following story is paraphrased from information I learned from the
students through weekly meetings and reflections provided on the project that I asked
for permission to use. The team was comprised of three men from the class: two
engineers and one student in computer science. As a group the team decided to study a
lab in the Armstrong Hall of Engineering, a lab which was a common workplace for the
two engineers on the team. As two regular users of the space, the engineers took the
lead in investigating the space. They easily obtained access to the lab and set to work
taking notes on what to study. While the third member of the team, as an outsider to
the space, originally intended to take a more supportive role in collecting data. However
he found himself asking questions about different parts of the lab that the engineers
seemed to gloss over. Their two reports are shown below:
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Figure 5.1: Artifacts chosen for study by the two engineers on the team

Figure 5.2: Artifacts chosen for study by the “outsider”

114
While the two group members who were engineers were most interested in
chronicling and sharing regularly-used equipment and places they as majors needed to
know, the outsider member was drawn to more contextualizing artifacts. History,
pictures, and models are non-interactable pieces of ephemera that gave him a sense of
what the location was all about. The two regulars were drawn to utilitarian objects that
they used every day, the outsider wanted to know more about the peripheral objects
the regulars passed by every day. And he could then contribute such knowledge to the
scope of the project as a whole, putting him into a situation where he was better suited
to identifying areas of interest for a diverse audience of non-engineers due to his
outsider status. The non-expert used his lack of expertise to question aspects of the
study that the expert users thought to be unimportant. Due to his outsider, non-expert
status he was able to investigate and gain meaning from aspects of the site that had
faded from the regular users’ views.
As seen in this story from the local Purdue group research study, expertise is one
such situated knowledge that is mediated by the people, places, and technologies
bounding empirical research. Practices and habits have a temporality to their nature.
They emerge from specific histories, workplace cultures, ways of learning, and
technologies. And as Spinuzzi (2003) notes, workplace actions that play out at the level
of individuals take time to become habitual enough to be “automatic” (p. 35). If we
cannot extricate such practices from their time and place, situating such practices in real
lived experience (through wayfinding, mapping, tracing) offers a way to analyze
practices in the way they are used. Such analysis may offer users a way to describe their

115
practices, or put them in conversation with new technologies and other users with
different perspectives. Such reflection may also offer a way to uncover perspectives or
data that went unnoticed by regular users and experts who are accustomed to a singular
way of seeing or experiencing the space. Therefore an argument can be made for
bringing in non-experts, users with diverse skills or backgrounds, or a greater variety of
perspectives and individuals who may be able to interact with a space in a new way.
The experiences of this group further highlights one of the dangers of trying to
observe mobile, exploratory, and empirical research practices without understanding
the context of the situation. When trying to contextualize workplace research, the
activities of the researchers as well as the subjects observed stem from pre-existing
habits and practices. If a reader tries to approach this activity as a boss, or outside entity
looking to critique or micromanage employee actions, they aren’t going to be able to
make sense of it at all. The reader must seek to understand the culture and context that
research is emerging from. Building from Bourdieu’s notion of practice, Brenton Faber
(2002) writes: “In order to understand how individual agents operate in social groups, in
workplaces, and in other interpersonal environments, researchers must look to practical,
everyday knowledge and experience, and they must also experience decision making,
risk taking, and relationship building within the social group they are studying” (p. 155 ).
Readers must understand the culture in which a particular research is situated, and it
falls to the researcher to ground the research findings in that culture. I can contextualize
the activities of the study abroad students through our shared cultural dislocation and in
our shared understanding of Purdue as a location with the local study group. Such an
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understanding gives the researchers an angle to explain their research practices as
experience and action situated in a particular work context of locations, technologies,
and people.
5.2

Conclusion

With trends in push data, pervasive computing, augmented reality, and
increasing scope and use of technologies such as smartphones, WI-FI, and GPS, the
digital landscape has changed. I see mobility and wayfinding as a new form of literacy, of
seeing the world around us as a global, interconnected place. The rapid advancement of
technology and its integration into all aspects of our lives demands not just innovative
designers, but active, engaged users. Users who are able to navigate the complexities of
our technologically-mediated society without losing sight of their needs or goals, or
those of others in the system. In becoming un-tethered, plugged-in users who get lost
and find our way, we have reiterated that place matters. We have discovered some bit
of knowledge here, we have chosen to research there for specific reasons. Being able to
write and research anywhere means choosing to do so “here” carries weight.
Wayfinding positions our habits and practices as individuals alongside the many people,
places, and things in which we interact. And as more such entities enter into our
network of interactions, seeing how we fit into this network is key to navigating the
changing landscape of writing, research, and work.
The maps presented in this dissertation are visualizations of both place and time
of a specific research activity. Some represent a group of physically and culturally
dislocated students, recording their processes of coming to understand a new host city,
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Dundee, Scotland. Others represent students exploring a familiar place, Purdue
University, with a unique goal in mind. These visualizations were created by mobile
technologies in communication with powerful network analysis, GPS data, and
complicated mobile devices running advanced operating systems. Moreover, these
maps represent movements of students, created as they write, research, and work in a
complex, networked environment. In so doing, they demonstrate the use of wayfinding,
mobile mapping, and digital tools in locating research as it happens in diverse locations
of work.
For the study reported on in this dissertation, students used the mapping
software in both expected and unexpected ways—ways that have important
implications for writing practices in increasingly diverse, networked contexts. Although a
logical use of Google Maps, using the tools for both class projects and mundane
activities highlights blurring of boundaries (on and off the clock, classroom and home)
that happens on study abroad trips, in locative empirical research activities, and “messy”
situations where lived experience extends beyond the established boundaries of a
location.
Taken together, these maps show
● The need for cultural fact-finding as students enter into new contexts for their
work such as intercultural spaces or workplaces where they are an outsider,
● The ability of GPS-traced maps to connect disparate locations of work together,
● The impact of including such non-places and hidden spaces in the methods of
empirical research, and
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● The kairotic aspect of these digital tools to enable students to take these
methods with them wherever they have a networked connection.
In the research examined here, wayfinding becomes a viable method for approaching
research in situated, local contexts through the use of local knowledges and mobile
technology. Students are already composing with mobile tools, and mapping their work
is a way to begin connecting daily practices s to empirical research. Further, as mapping
scales to a range of size of location (nation, region, city, neighborhood), this study’s
methods can be transitioned to new contexts. Such scaling offers promise for studying
local research in many diverse contexts.
Building off existing theories of mobility and mapping in global contexts, the
results of this study offer a case study of incorporating location into research practices
through wayfinding methodology and the use of GPS-enabled mobile devices. Writers
need to better understand the contexts of their work in an increasingly globally-aware
society. They also need to navigate these increasingly complex networks of technologies
and people. Wayfinding and the re-focusing of location in writing is a useful means to
approach these issues. As a user moves from mapping his/herself, to mapping others in
the network, he or she can better contextualize each individual as part of a networked
whole. The technique is in turn stronger when those mapping and being mapped have a
say in the reflection and investigation of what is shown. I as a researcher was part of the
communities of the study abroad group as well as the local Purdue group, allowing me
to contextualize the maps generated as part of particular practices, needs, goals, and
habits formed by the students and their unique circumstances. Just as the research is
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physically emplaced, so too must the context of the maps themselves as artifacts
created after the fact. Place matters. Local contexts matter. And the mobile, plugged-in
user working across all these diverse spaces matters.
When we add in the pervasiveness and multi-tool aspects of mobile devices, the
writer as an always-on, always-connected mobile individual reinforces the way unique
locations of writing impact the work produced. When writing can happen “anywhere”
the specific integration of tools, geo-location, and the individual has a profound impact
on the writing produced. Mobility, as viewed in terms of the study abroad course
examined here, provides the unfamiliar territory that students need to navigate. As
mobile device use continues to grow, and devices become more powerful, we will
continue to need to ask these questions of our tools and practices as a way of framing
writing and research in situated, localized spaces.
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